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Abstract
The purpose of this research was to investigate the phenomenon of underachievement in
gifted students. This research was viewed through the lens of lived experience and
underpinned by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory which recognises
the importance of linked systems in society.

The research literature showed that underachievement was a prevalent issue for gifted
students (Figg et al., 2012; Siegle, 2013) and that appropriate interventions needed to be
in place to mitigate the disadvantage caused by underachievement. Factors that
contributed to underachievement included inappropriate curriculum (Olenchak, 2001;
Rimm & Lovance, 1992b), poor self-regulation (Baum et al., 1995a), and boredom
(Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016; Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003). Factors that
reversed underachievement included appropriate curriculum (Baum et al., 1995a;
Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016), peer influence (Davis & Rimm, 2004; Gross,
2006; Hébert, 1998b) and a positive teacher connection (Coleman et al., 2015; Emerick,
1992; Grantham, 2004).

To address the issue of underachievement in gifted students, the research comprised six
qualitative case studies of students in NSW who were gifted and had experienced
underachievement. These students were interviewed twice and were observed in the
classroom (or equivalent). Their parents were interviewed and completed a
questionnaire. In the classroom observations, the teachers were interviewed regarding
what was observed.

The second phase of data collection involved a qualitative survey that was sent to
1

schools for teaching staff to complete. The survey was online and anonymous and
sought to investigate teacher knowledge of giftedness, underachievement and the
reversal of underachievement.

Whilst parents and a number of teachers had a good understanding of the needs of gifted
students, the findings from the data reflected that, in order to reverse underachievement,
there was a need for a differentiated curriculum, and positive teacher-student
relationships. It is also recommended that teachers – both pre-service and in-service –
have access to ongoing quality training in gifted education. This training should
encompass the academic, social, and emotional needs of gifted students, and provide
strategies on how to prevent and reverse underachievement. Through this training,
teachers are more likely to effectively differentiate lessons within the classroom through
academic acceleration, curriculum compacting, and student-led learning.

2

Acknowledgements
I wish to gratefully acknowledge the guidance of my supervisors Professor Wilma
Vialle and Dr Catherine Wormald who supported me through the learning curve that is a
PhD. Their knowledge, insight, and willingness to answer my questions are deeply
appreciated.

I also express thanks to my family for their support of me as I invested in this project
and ran with an idea that I hope will contribute to changes in the educational experience
of families with gifted students.

And lastly, it is with thankfulness that I acknowledge the contribution of the case study
participants and their families who spent considerable time sharing their lives, and for
the schools and teachers who participated in the survey. Because of you, this research
has richness and depth.

In the spirit of J.S. Bach: S.D.G.

3

Certification
I, Jodi Lamanna, declare that this thesis submitted in fulfilment of the
requirements for the conferral of the degree PhD (Integrated), from the University
of Wollongong, is wholly my own work unless otherwise referenced or
acknowledged. This document has not been submitted for qualifications at any other
academic institution.

Jodi Lamanna
June 2022

4

List of Names or Abbreviations
Name or abbreviation

Description

Gifted

Outstanding natural ability or potential

Underachievement

A significant discrepancy between
potential and performance

Reversal of underachievement

The realignment of potential and
performance after a period of
underachievement

Twice exceptional (2e)

Gifted with disability

ADHD

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder

ASD

Autism Spectrum Disorder.
Throughout this paper the term autism
will be used in deference to the lived
experience of people with autism (Clark,
2016)

Dyslexia

Difficulties in reading

Dyspraxia

Difficulties in motor movement or speech
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Chapter 1: Introduction
The purpose of chapter one was to outline the research conducted in this study and to
explore the topics of lived experience for gifted students who have experienced
academic underachievement. The significance of this chapter lies in the establishment of
the issues around giftedness and underachievement.

1.1 A story of lived experience
This thesis begins with a story about a gifted student whose self-chosen pseudonym is
Unknown Guy. Unknown Guy’s parents knew that he was different from other children
as at an early age he could write his name and was exceptionally verbal. With
recommendations from their paediatrician and a friend, they had their son cognitively
tested at age three and he performed within the top 99th percentile for his age. Based on
the findings of the cognitive assessment, Unknown Guy was able to enter school early.
Unknown Guy’s excitement was immense. He was eagerly anticipating the start of
school – a place of learning. There would be new information every day. The reality
was that within the first weeks of school Unknown Guy would come home and say how
disappointed he was: “We work on a single letter for an entire week!”

Unknown Guy disengaged with learning. The kindergarten teacher thought that he did
not know his numbers so she would spend extra time with him to help him learn. When
the teacher called his mother to let her know about his slow progress with numbers, his
mother remembered listening to Unknown Guy in the back seat of the car who was
adding multiple digit numbers just to amuse himself. His mother realised that at school
Unknown Guy had manipulated the situation so that he got some adult conversation
during class time.
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When is a good time to intervene to help students have appropriate learning
opportunities? Should the child be expected to fit the system – that they would
somehow conform and adjust? This was not the case for Unknown Guy, for gifted
students have unique social, emotional and academic needs, which left unmet can lead
to depression, anxiety and behavioural issues (Gross, 2006). Gifted students are also
likely to have intensities and sensitivities (Piechowski, 2006). In this case, at six years
old, Unknown Guy was self-harming due to his frustration with school. His story is not
yet complete. At the time of the current research, he was in primary school and was
experiencing difficulties and anxiety, largely brought about by the mismatch between
his learning potential, the classroom learning structure and pace, and the lack of
connection with his teacher. This impacted on his learning and his social connections
with peers and family.

The question is, how can the needs of gifted learners be met to help them reach their
potential? What sort of conditions do they need to reach their potential? In this research,
the questions of giftedness, underachievement and the reversal of underachievement
will be explored.

1.2 The problem
Gifted students are students possessing outstanding natural abilities (Gagné, 2010) and
who have unique intellectual, social and emotional needs (Cross et al., 2019; Gross,
2004). If these unique needs are not recognised and met in the classroom,
underachievement is likely to occur (Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016; Gross, 2006).
The Australian Senate Committee (Commonwealth of Australia, 2001) confirmed that
13

gifted students are among the most disadvantaged educational groups due to the lack of
resources and lack of awareness of giftedness in schools. This disadvantage contributes
to underachievement which undermines the potential of gifted students, contributing to
a loss to society (Commonwealth of Australia, 2001). Underachievement often means
that a gifted student is not identified in the classroom when gifted identification is based
on assessing achievement, thus perpetuating the cycle as appropriate strategies are not
put in place to reverse or prevent underachievement. Underachievement is not a single
entity but a term applied to a range of outcomes.

The broad approach in the literature has focused on the child’s support needs and is
considered by some more contemporary researchers as a deficit approach to the study.
An alternative perspective is a sociological perspective where achievement is about
teachers’ understanding how students learn. This study was framed through a
sociological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). This perspective draws on both the
child’s needs and the environment, and how they interact. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979)
theoretical framework allows a non-deficit approach and recognises systemic views of
giftedness. This approach had been found to be effective for gifted, underachieving
students and it fit neatly within the premise of preventing underachievement, however,
within the literature and the findings from this study it appeared that, for many students,
this was not yet occurring. In acknowledgement of the difficulties that gifted students
were still facing, much of the focus of the thesis will be upon the ‘problem’ of
underachievement and the strategies that were successful in reversing
underachievement.

In NSW schools, Gagné’s (2010) definition of giftedness is used as a framework. Other
14

definitions exist and have been discussed in research literature. For example, in the US
the Marland (1972, from Davis & Rimm, 2004) definition of giftedness combines the
terms gifted and talented to describe students whose abilities make them capable of high
performance (Davis & Rimm, 2004). In contrast, Renzulli and Reis (2018) use the term
“gifted behavior” to define the three traits of above average ability, task commitment,
and creativity, whilst in schools, giftedness is often construed as high academic
performance at school (ACT Government, n.d.). The diversity of definitions can create
broad understandings of giftedness and, similarly, can cause confusion for educators
when trying to identify gifted students in the classroom.

Without an agreed definition of giftedness, it can be difficult to determine how many
gifted students are underachieving. This becomes more complex when factoring the
varying types of giftedness, including artistic, creative, sporting and performance.
Figures have suggested that up to 40% of students identified as gifted are at risk of
underachievement (Figg et al., 2012; Siegle, 2013), however, this number does not
include students who were not identified as gifted as they masked their giftedness in
order to fit in with their peers (Coleman et al., 2015), or as a result of twice
exceptionality (van Viersen et al., 2016).

Additionally, most of the research on underachievement discusses the causes of
underachievement and fewer studies investigated the reversal or prevention of
underachievement. In the literature reviewed, only one study (Emerick, 1992) directly
addressed the reversal and prevention of gifted underachievement through the lens of
lived experience. It was also found that no Australian literature specifically investigated
the reversal and prevention of gifted underachievement through the lens of lived
15

experience. The gap in the literature supports the need for further research in the area of
gifted underachieving students, with the focus on lived experience. It is important to
note that the concept of lived experience is linked to phenomenology which “describes
the common meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a
phenomenon” (Creswell, 2013, p. 76). Within this study, between both phase one and
phase two, the phenomenon of underachievement, the reversal of underachievement and
giftedness is investigated through lived experience – that of student, parent, teacher, and
the broader teaching community.

In order to support gifted students to reach their potential, this research seeks to amplify
the voice of gifted students who have experienced academic underachievement. The
students can establish what factors contribute to underachievement, and importantly,
what factors reverse underachievement. This knowledge base is an important resource
for parents and teachers.

1.3 Significance of the research
Research into underachievement in gifted students is crucial because it provides
researchers, educators, and parents with the knowledge of what causes
underachievement in gifted students. Understanding the factors that contribute to
underachievement is an important step in firstly recognising gifted underachievement,
and secondly, providing appropriate strategies to reverse underachievement in gifted
students. The findings from this study led to recommendations of methods and
strategies that reverse and prevent underachievement in gifted students. This knowledge
can then be used within the classroom context to support gifted students so that they can
reach their potential. This has implications for students, teachers and parents.
16

1.4 Study aim and research questions
This study aimed to investigate underachievement in gifted students, specifically
viewed through the lens of lived experience. The research was specific to the Australian
context and data collection occurred within NSW, Australia. The research questions for
the study were as follows:
•

What factors contribute to gifted underachievement?

•

What are the factors that reverse gifted underachievement?

•

What can be done to prevent gifted underachievement?

Furthermore, a subset of questions emerged from the three main questions and these
questions were:
•

What behaviours do teachers consider to identify giftedness?

•

How do teachers identify academic underachievement?

•

What strategies do teachers use or recommend to reverse
underachievement?

1.5 Thesis overview
In this research, the problem of underachievement in gifted students was investigated
through a dual-phase qualitative approach: case studies and a survey. This introductory
chapter outlined the research, introduced the problem, and highlighted the significance
of the research. In chapter two, an overview of the literature will be presented. The
literature covers the topics of giftedness, underachievement and the reversal of
underachievement, and was drawn from peer reviewed articles, book chapters and other
relevant sources. Chapter three outlines the method used when conducting the research.
17

The method included the dual-phase approach with six case studies of gifted students
that informed the design of the survey. Invitations for the survey were sent to school
principals throughout NSW and the survey provided a broad insight into teacher
understandings of giftedness, underachievement and the reversal of underachievement.
Chapter four focuses on individual case study findings. By presenting each case study
individually, it meant that a profile of each participant could be showcased, and the
nuances explored. Chapter five presents the discussion of the case studies and
recommendations from the case study participants. The voice of gifted students and
their families was important in this research as it represented lived experience and
authentic recommendations. Chapter six combined both the findings and the discussion
of the survey data. Within the survey, 130 teacher participants contributed to the data
and displayed a broad range of understandings on giftedness, underachievement, and the
reversal of underachievement. Chapter seven is the concluding chapter and contains a
discussion of the combined findings of the dual-phase data collection. Key
recommendations are also found within the conclusion.

18

Chapter 2: Literature review
The purpose of chapter two was to review the Australian and international literature
around giftedness, underachievement and the reversal of underachievement. These three
topics were a key focus of the research questions that will be explored later in the thesis.
The significance of this chapter is the discovery of gaps in the literature around lived
experience, giftedness and the reversal of underachievement.

2.1 Introduction
Research has shown that an estimated 40% of gifted students could be identified as
underachievers (Figg et al., 2012; Siegle, 2013) and that without intervention
underachieving gifted students were likely to continue to underachieve in adult life
(Richer, 2012). This is a cause for concern for parents and educators as the effects of
underachievement impacts students’ self-esteem and academic progress (Grantham,
2004; Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003; Walters, 2008).

In a longitudinal study of 15 highly-gifted Australian students, Gross (2004) reported
that when students were exposed to an inappropriate curriculum, the effects could be
dire and academic underachievement and emotional and social problems could occur.
However, when a student was grade accelerated (the student entered the next level of
schooling) the pressure to academically underachieve lessened dramatically (Gross,
2006). In contrast, when students were not academically challenged, they did not learn
to persevere and stretch their cognitive capacity. As a result, their academic and
employment options were reduced (Gross, 2006; Walters, 2008). For some students,
their social capacity was also diminished, and they reported having lower levels of
19

satisfactory friendships (Gross, 2006). Walters (2008), in her case study research into
underachievement with 15 Australian middle-school gifted participants, presented a
case study of a gifted underachieving student. This student was in a class with an
inappropriate and non-stimulating curriculum and became unmotivated and her grades
declined. However, when she received a differentiated and challenging curriculum the
student’s grades rose to a high level. This indicated the importance of providing a
school environment that was appropriate for the gifted child (Coleman et al., 2015).

2.2 Giftedness
The terms “gifted” and “talented” have been interchangeable depending on the era and
the definition used (Kronborg, 2018; White et al., 2018). However, those who are
identified as gifted are not homogeneous (Kennedy & Farley, 2018) and it could be
argued that definitions of giftedness should reflect this diversity (Carman, 2013; Vald &
Valdes, 2003). Others (Ford, 2018; Matthews & Peters, 2018) affirmed that giftedness
eluded a single definition and were concerned that the lack of consensus regarding a
definition of giftedness had implications for identifying students as gifted, providing
appropriate programs, and determining how assessment should occur.

Recently, a High Potential and Gifted Education Policy (HPGE) (NSW Department of
Education, 2019) was implemented in all NSW departmental schools; it adapted
Gagné’s (2009) definition of giftedness which states that giftedness is potential that
significantly exceeds that of students of the same age. This definition (Gagné, 2009) has
broad ramifications as it specifically included physical ability as well as intellectual
ability. Gagné (2009) recommended that giftedness be recognised as the top 10% of
potential and talent as the top 10% of demonstrated performance. This could
20

disadvantage some gifted students who may be unable to show their ability through
anxiety, perfectionism or cultural norms (Baum et al., 1995a; Coleman et al., 2015;
Grantham, 2004; Obergriesser & Stoeger, 2015; Walters, 2008; White et al., 2018). To
counteract the bias, it is preferable to use multiple measures of identification of
giftedness.

White et al. (2018) confirmed that giftedness was evident through a highly developed
specific talent. However, this definition could be problematic as it only recognised highperforming students. High performance was not the only indicator of giftedness and this
was evident in Betts and Neihart’s (1988; Neihart & Betts, 2010) Profiles of Gifted
Learners. Of the six profiles listed, only two profiles recognised students who were high
performers or had obvious positive traits of giftedness such as high achievement on
assessments, independence in learning, and leadership ability. The other profiles were
characterised by inconsistent work, disengagement in learning, and negative behaviours.
Gifted students also had the need for a challenging curriculum that utilised higher-order
thinking skills such as analysis, evaluation and creativity (Vialle & Rogers, 2013) and
Neihart (2011) noted that gifted students needed to have freedom of choice in their
learning, connectedness, and permission to take risks.

In addition, considerable research was undertaken on the link between intensities,
sensitivities, and giftedness (Ackerman, 1997; Edmunds & Edmunds, 2004; Kitano,
1990; Mendaglio & Tillier, 2006; Silverman, 2009). The intensities and sensitivities
were heightened with reactions to stimuli and were often framed within Dabrowski’s
(1964) Overexcitabilities. These studies showed that many gifted students shared the
traits of sensitivities or intensities in the categories of intellectual overexcitability (OE),
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imaginational OE, emotional OE, sensual OE and psychomotor OE (Ackerman, 1997;
Edmunds & Edmunds, 2004; Kitano, 1990; Mendaglio & Tillier, 2006; Silverman,
2009). The OEs (intensities and sensitivities) increased the capacity for curiosity,
reflective thinking, ability to visualise, empathy, and intense restlessness (Piechowski,
2006). When identifying gifted students, Dabrowski’s (1964) OEs can be used, as it is
important to look at traits that go beyond intellectual recognition and to include
emotions, imagination, the senses and physical movement.

2.3 Underachievement
Researchers agreed that underachievement could be defined as a significant discrepancy
between expected achievement and actual achievement (Davis & Rimm, 2004; Desmet
et al., 2020; Figg et al., 2012; Frick et al., 1991; Hately & Townend, 2020; Landis &
Reschly, 2013; Reis & McCoach, 2000; Ritchotte et al., 2014; Siegle & McCoach,
2018). Expected achievement was measured through the use of standardised tests and
cognitive tests (such as an IQ test) and potential was determined by comparing test
scores with school grades (Ford, 2018). Accepting this definition of underachievement
implied that the methods of measuring performance – such as IQ and standardised tests
– were accurate and relevant across all cultures and socioeconomic (SES) groups.
However, these tests had been shown to be problematic due to cultural bias and should
not be the sole basis for determining performance or ability (Hertzog et al., 2018; Liu &
Waller, 2018; Rimm, 1997; White et al., 2018; Whitmore, 1980).

Within the definitions of underachievement, there were various types of
underachievement (Whitmore, 1980). Whitmore (1980), for example, identified three
areas of underachievement. These were framed as:
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1. unknown – where ability and underachievement were masked;
2. high aptitude scores but low grades; and
3. high standardised achievement test scores but low grades due to incomplete
work.
In addition, underachievement was classified by its duration: whether it was temporary
or chronic.

Underachievement could be separated into environmental factors, which included the
school environment, and factors within the individual, such as personality traits or inner
turmoil (Reis & McCoach, 2002; Rimm, 2006). Similarly, underachievement can be due
to the intersection of these factors (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Silverman and Miller (2009)
further defined the environmental factors, explaining that gifted children could be
forced into underachievement because the school work expected of them was far below
their ability level. In addition, personality traits such as having poor self-efficacy or low
self-esteem fed into the underachievement pattern in gifted students (Baum et al.,
1995a; Gross, 2006; Walters, 2008). It can be noted that many factors that contribute to
underachievement may be context-specific and therefore malleable alongside
intervention strategies. For example, low self-esteem can be due to academic
performance, depression, or lack of motivation in class (Gross, 2006; Peterson, 2001a).
Similarly, poor self-efficacy can be due to an intersection of learning disability and an
inappropriate curriculum (Desmet et al., 2020).

Another aspect of underachievement was when students appeared unwilling to develop
their potential (Reis & McCoach, 2000). This unwillingness did not refer to any external
factors such as the school environment or interpersonal factors and this phenomenon
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was more commonly found in partial underachievement. As such it was called
“selective achievement” and the students described as “selective consumers” (Figg et
al., 2012; Kanevsky & Keighley 2003; Siegle, 2013). Selective achievement described
gifted students who did not attempt tasks in which they were uninterested. Flint and
Ritchotte (2012) studied the phenomenon of selective underachievers and observed that
students made conscious decisions not to learn as a way of dealing with perceived
threats to their identity, integrity, and loyalty. To balance this, educators need to take a
broad view of underachievement, as the factors that cause underachievement are diverse
and changeable (Hébert, 1998b; Walters, 2008; White et al., 2018). In addition,
determining the severity of the discrepancy was crucial as students were only identified
as underachievers if the discrepancy was significant and the occurrence of the
underachievement was ongoing or chronic (Ritchotte et al., 2014; Siegle, 2013; Siegle
& McCoach, 2018; Whitmore, 1980). Underachievement was not likely to be reversed
unless there were appropriate interventions in place and the pattern was likely to
continue into adult life (Richer, 2012; Ritchotte et al., 2014).

Measuring a significant discrepancy between performance and potential is similar to the
process used to identify students with a learning disability where an IQ achievement
discrepancy criterion is used (Jackson, 2017). When a student has a discrepancy of more
than two standard deviations between the IQ measurement and achievement, a learning
disability is indicated. It is also possible that the gifted underachieving student may have
an undiagnosed learning disability (Jackson, 2017; Moon, 2009; Reis et al., 2014). It is
important to determine if a learning disability is the cause of the discrepancy between
potential and performance (Fong & Kremer, 2020; Reis & McCoach, 2002). Siegle and
McCoach (2018) believed that underachievement should only be defined as
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underachievement if a learning disability was not directly contributing to the
discrepancy between potential and performance. Other researchers (Dare & Nowicki,
2015; Frick et al., 1991) showed that students with combined disability and giftedness,
also known as twice exceptionality (2e), were prone to underachievement. Therefore, it
is important to recognise that students who are gifted and students with twice
exceptionality can both demonstrate academic underachievement. Within this study, the
definition of learning disability is broad and embraces the elements discussed, however
the researcher recognises the impact that disability has on achievement – and
underachievement – therefore learning disability is included in the factors that
contribute to underachievement.

When identifying students who are gifted and underachieving, it is important to observe
the student for specific behaviours. The characteristics of gifted underachievers include
low self-efficacy and a negative attitude toward school (Siegle, 2013), low self-esteem
and inconsistent schoolwork (Whitmore, 1980). The students may also be daydreamers
or perfectionistic in their work (Rimm, 2006). Additionally, Reis and McCoach (2000)
provided an extensive list of characteristics of gifted underachievers including fear of
failure and fear of success in addition to appearing depressed, dependent, or socially
immature. Students may also lack goal-directed behaviour, and demonstrate integrity in
rejecting unchallenging or irrelevant schoolwork (Reis & McCoach, 2000).

Other traits of gifted underachievers were found within the Overexcitabilities (OEs)
mentioned earlier (Dabrowski, 1964), however, it should be noted that these traits of
intensities and sensitivities are often misdiagnosed as various disorders, including
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and neuroticism (Amend & Beljan,
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2009; Tucker & Hafenstein, 1997). When a teacher is familiar with Dabrowski’s (1964)
theory, they may be able to construct a learning environment that considered the
intensities and could help prevent underachievement in some gifted students (Reis &
McCoach, 2002; Richer, 2012).

When looking at academic underachievement, Siegle (2013) determined that
underachievement itself was not the problem. It was merely an indication of a problem
and, as such, educators should ensure that labelling was assigned in a non-judgemental
way (Siegle & McCoach, 2018) and only as an acknowledgement that it was a symptom
of an underlying issue. Underachievement is complex and informed by multiple factors
(Fong & Kremer, 2020).

2.4 Reversal of underachievement
Reversal of academic underachievement in this study was defined as the realignment of
potential and performance after a period of chronic underachievement. This definition
encompassed re-engagement in learning (Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016; Hébert &
Olenchak, 2000), intrinsic motivation (Baum et al., 1995a; Hébert, 1998a; Richer,
2012), and school attendance (Landis & Reschly, 2013; Olenchak, 2001). Reversal of
underachievement was evident when students who were gifted and had a learning
disability (twice exceptionality) received appropriate support for both their strengths
and areas of weakness (Reis et al., 2014; Reis & McCoach, 2002). In some studies, the
reversal of academic underachievement was only credited if the student had 12
consecutive months or more showing the reversal of underachievement (Emerick, 1992;
Olenchak, 2001; Peterson, 2001b). Within this thesis, reversal of underachievement was
acknowledged for its presence, not its longevity, as it was understood that reversal of
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underachievement could fluctuate depending on the school environment, stage of
learning, and stage of child development.

Emerick (1992) case studies revealed that gifted underachievers who reversed academic
underachievement shared traits with students who were highly gifted and creative: they
had independence of thought, were risk-takers, and required a personal connection with
the educators to engage authentically with the work. Other studies showed that the
characteristics of gifted students who reversed underachievement included an increase
in self-esteem, increased social interaction, and a positive attitude toward learning
(Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016) and goal setting (Ritchotte et al., 2015). These
changes were brought about through teacher or researcher intervention.

2.5 Identification
Identification of giftedness works best if it involves multiple methods of identification
such as parent and teacher nomination, observation, standardised tests, checklists,
above-age testing, creativity tests, work samples, and self-referral (Davis & Rimm,
2004; Vialle & Rogers, 2013). Using multiple methods of identification allows students
who are gifted in specific domains to be identified, and if the tests are culturally fair,
then gifted students from minority populations are more likely to be identified
(Matthews & Peters, 2018). Specific areas of giftedness to identify include general
intellectual and leadership ability, creative thinking, specific areas of cognitive strength,
and physical ability (Gagné, 2010; Silverman, 2012).

One method that may be used to identify gifted underachievement is through the use of
checklists. As an identification tool, checklists include characteristics to observe such as
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low self-efficacy, inappropriate coping strategies, negative attitudes about study habits,
lack of effort to achieve, resistance to external pressures, poor test performance,
unrealistic self-expectations, and difficulty in peer relationships (Davis & Rimm, 2004;
Vialle & Rogers, 2013; Whitmore, 1980).

A statistical model such as the simple difference method has been shown to be a valid
and reliable method to determine underachievement in gifted students (Fischer, 1995;
Jackson, 2017; Maccow, n.d.). The simple difference method utilises a quantitative
measurement of a student’s achievement – both expected and actual achievement
(Jackson, 2017) — and calculates the degree of underachievement for each student.
Calculating the degree of underachievement requires quantitative measures of expected
and actual achievement, for example, an IQ assessment and a school report. The
quantitative measurement for the actual achievement is subtracted from the expected
achievement scores and if there is at least one standard deviation greater than the actual
score then underachievement is confirmed (Jackson, 2017). This system fits with the
commonly used definition of underachievement which focuses on the potential and
performance – or ability and achievement – of gifted students (McCoach & Siegle,
2003).

Identification of underachievement is important because of the potentially damaging
effects on student outcomes and wellbeing. Hertzog et al. (2018) noted that early
identification of giftedness is crucial to fostering the development of talent and that the
methods of identification should match the school’s definition of giftedness. In addition,
using the sole measure of IQ for student inclusion in programs is flawed as it has been
shown that over time IQ scores can change (Hertzog et al., 2018). Matthews and Peters
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(2018) wrote that it was unclear whether underrepresentation of minority students was
related to faulty or invalid tests. Subotnik et al. (2018) claimed that when gifted
education programs relied primarily on measures of intelligence there was a mismatch
between the identification of giftedness and the potential for outstanding creative ideas
and products as IQ tests only measured some kinds of intelligence (Rimm, 2006).

Silverman and Miller (2009) advised that many gifted children were forced into
underachievement because the school work they were required to do did not match their
level of ability. It is important to address academic underachievement as the literature
shows that academic underachievement in gifted students often requires intervention in
order for it to be reversed, otherwise the underachievement continued into adulthood
(Siegle & McCoach, 2018). In addition, if academic underachievement continued, it
stunted career development and individual wellbeing (Gross, 2004; Siegle & McCoach,
2018).

2.6 Factors that contribute to underachievement
The literature suggested that academic underachievement in gifted students could stem
from a wide range of factors and could change over time and circumstance. The factors
contributing to underachievement will be discussed in the following sections. An
overview of the relevant studies and their characteristics are shown in Table 2.1.

Table 2.1
Overview of the participants found in the literature
Study

Age

Gender

Number of
participants
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Methods employed

Baum et al.

8-13 year olds

1995b

5 females

17

Case studies

2 males

2

Case studies

2 males

2

Qualitative research

12 males

Bennett-

Year 7 (12

Rappell &

year olds)

Northcote,
2016
Chen-yao &

Seventh grade

Hébert, 2006

High school

design and criterion

senior

sampling

Coleman et

Not specified

Not specified

al. 2015

Not

Synthesis of 25

specified

years of studies
about lived
experience of gifted
students

Desmet et al.

15-16 year

4 females

2020

olds

Emerick,

14-20 year

2 females

1992

olds

8 males

Gross 2006

School aged

Not specified

4

Multiple-narrative
inquiry

10

Case studies

60

20 year longitudinal
case studies

Hébert 1998b Junior year of

1 male

1

Case study

3 male

3

Comparative case

high school
Hébert &

Elementary to

Olenchak,

late

2000

adolescence

Kanevsky &

17 year old

2 females

Keighley,

15 year old

1 male

2003

17 year old

Olenchak,

14 year old

2 females

2001

12 year old

2 males

studies
3

Case studies

4

Case studies

4

4 longitudinal case

10 year old
15 year old
Peterson

Adolescent

2 females
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2001a
Richer, 2012

2 males
12 year old

studies

4 males

4

15 year old

Motivational
interviewing

17 year old
18 year old
Rimm &

School aged

Lovance,

9 females

14

Case studies

4

Mixed methods

15

Case studies

5 males

1992b
Rubenstein,

Eighth grade

2011
Walters,

2 females
2 males

Middle school

2008

Overall, the majority of the studies regarding gifted underachievement used the
qualitative case study method. This allowed the researchers to gather rich data from
gifted students who had a lived experience of underachievement. The studies that
differed from the case study method (Chen-yao & Hébert, 2006; Coleman et al. 2015;
Desmet et al. 2020; Richer, 2012; Rubenstein, 2011) included elements of case study
methodology in their design. It can be argued that case study methodology is ideally
suited to investigating the phenomena of lived experience as the participants are given
opportunity to describe their experiences in their own words – as opposed to closed
questions on a quantitative survey.

2.6.1 Curriculum
An inappropriate or unchallenging curriculum contributes to academic
underachievement for gifted students. An inappropriate curriculum was evident in the
form of “busywork”, incongruous pacing, or a lack of real-world application within the
curriculum (Baum et al., 1995a; Olenchak, 2001; Rimm & Lovance, 1992b). An
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inappropriate curriculum may not contain the depth and complexity that gifted students
require and it may fail to cater for intellectual curiosity (Olenchak, 2001). Coleman et
al. (2015) indicated that gifted students kept in their age-based grade were unlikely to
have opportunities for advanced learning, complexity in content and flexible pacing.
Whilst there are effective frameworks for creating a challenging curriculum for gifted
learners (see Maker, 1982; Tomlinson & McTighe, 2006) these have not been
consistently implemented in the classroom (Olenchak, 2001; Richer, 2012; Walters,
2008).

Kanevsky and Keighley (2003) attested that a lack of challenge in the classroom created
boredom in gifted students and that this had a direct influence on academic
underachievement. Their research, which consisted of ten case studies of
underachieving adolescents, showed that boredom resulted in one student avoiding
classes altogether as it was more efficient and interesting to teach oneself at one’s own
pace (Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003). Other case studies in the same research (Kanevsky
& Keighley, 2003) showed similar attitudes to boredom in school where students
struggled to get out of bed for school if they anticipated boring schoolwork at school.
This boredom did not extend to outside of school as students were able to create their
own complex learning experiences in their home environment (Kanevsky & Keighley,
2003). Similarly, a student from Peterson’s (2001a) study of four gifted case study
participants showed similar attitudes to learning at school and confirmed that they could
learn useful things faster if they taught themselves. In addition, if gifted students were
subjected to an inappropriate curriculum, they were likely to exhibit ADHD inattentive
type symptoms (McCoach et al., 2020).
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Research showed that academic acceleration, a form of curriculum adjustment, was
effective in helping gifted students achieve their potential (Dare et al., 2019; Hoogeveen
et al., 2005; Rimm & Lovance, 1992b). However, teachers were hesitant about using
academic acceleration for students, citing concern with potential issues of social
adjustment (Dare et al., 2019; Gross, 2004; Rimm & Lovance, 1992b). Gross’s (2006)
longitudinal research of over 60 participants provided examples of highly gifted
students who were in mainstream classes. Within this mainstream group, gifted students
had negative views of education, and students dropped out of high school or university
(Gross, 2006). When the curriculum lacked challenge, gifted students felt devalued as
their needs were not met (Olenchak, 2001). This, in turn, caused emotional distress
(Gross, 2004) and physical illness (Richer, 2012). One student from Walter’s (2008)
study of 15 middle school students was gifted in a specific area and received an external
prize in this area when he was in year two. However, the school had not recognised his
giftedness in this area and had made no provisions to provide an appropriately
challenging curriculum, and instead had the student work in a lock-step process with his
age peers. As a result, he did not enjoy the subject matter in school and did not intend to
pursue this area of giftedness as an elective subject. This illustrates how demotivating
an inappropriate curriculum is, and the loss of potential to society when this potential is
not catered for through an appropriate curriculum (Ritchotte et al., 2014).

2.6.2 Teacher influence
Teachers were critical to student success (Richer, 2012; Walters, 2008), however,
within the literature there were examples where the influence of a teacher contributed to
underachievement in gifted students. For example, one student, from a study of 15
middle school students in Australia (Walters, 2008), noted that when teachers did not
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understand him, he found it hard to stay motivated, and another student in the same
study adjusted her learning behaviour to meet the lower expectations of her teachers and
to fit in with low class expectations (Walters, 2008). Grantham (2004) explained that
low expectations in teachers caused minority students to do poorly in school as students
mirrored their teacher’s expectations. A further example, in a case study of four
underachieving girls, described how bullying by a teacher led to a student’s depression
and lack of opportunities to learn, which then contributed to underachievement (Desmet
et al., 2020).

One difficulty in regard to teacher influence was that teachers were not trained to
recognise gifted behaviours, or how to implement strategies that met the unique needs
of gifted students (Bennett-Rappel & Northcote, 2016; Clark, 1992; Ford, 2006, 2018;
Fraser-Seeto, 2013; Gross, 1999; Little, 2018; McCoach & Flake, 2018; VanTasselBaska, 2018a; Walters, 2008). Teacher attitudes toward gifted students also determined
whether the student achieved or underachieved (Baum et al., 1995a; Bennett-Rappell &
Northcote, 2016; Emerick, 1992). There were instances when students had been called
stupid (Walters, 2008) or where teacher expectations were so low that the gifted student
conformed to that expectation (Gross, 2006). One student spoke about teachers blaming
him for something that he did not do, and the lack of teacher-student dialogue troubled
the student and decreased the motivation to learn in that class (Richer, 2012). Teachers
had also lowered students’ grades based on their opinion of the student which
contributed to student frustration and loss of motivation (Richer, 2012).

2.6.3 Peer influence
Gifted students can be sensitive toward the differences between themselves and their
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peers and can hide or mask their differences to gain acceptance from their peers
(Coleman et al., 2015; Gross, 2006; Jung et al., 2012). In addition, hiding gifts meant
that the teacher would be unaware of the gifted student’s potential (Gross, 2004). Hately
and Townend (2020) found that boys in particular were inclined to mask their ability in
order to fit in and overall, gifted students may use masking and underachievement as a
“coping mechanism to avoid ridicule or teasing” (Hately & Townend, 2020, p. 7).
Students often felt the need to belong and be accepted by their peers and to do so they
might sacrifice their own learning for the sake of fitting in (Coleman et al., 2015; Gross,
1989; Hately & Townend, 2020; Jung et al., 2011). Gross (2006) highlighted that many
of the students in her longitudinal study had been rejected by their peers in their early
years of schooling and as a result strived for peer acceptance instead of pursuing
learning that aligned with their potential.

Similarly, gifted students from culturally diverse backgrounds may feel conflict
between their gift and their culture, which creates pressure to underachieve (Coleman et
al., 2015; Ford, 2004; Grantham, 2004; Grantham & Biddle, 2014; Henfield et al.,
2010). Grantham (2004, p. 212) explained that “many Black students receive negative
peer pressures for achieving academically and, subsequently, many choose to
underachieve, underinvest in academics, and not participate in gifted programs.” This,
in turn, creates a subculture of underachievement within their cultural community.
Henfield et al. (2010, p. 18) reiterates this claim, stating that “Black students are quite
often the most underrepresented group in the nation with regard to participation in the
types of courses designed to prepare students for challenging careers.” African
American students were not the only cultural group to be underrepresented in gifted and
high ability programs. In the US, Latino students were also underrepresented (Ford,
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2014; Ramos, 2010), and in Australia Aboriginal students were underrepresented in
gifted programs (Bousnakis et al., 2011; Chaffey et al., 2003; Chandler, 2011).

Peer influence caused students to demonstrate negative attitudes toward school, teachers
and learning when in class (Baum et al., 1995a; Ford & Moore, 2013; Richer, 2012).
Peer influence was evident where gifted students had been bullied and felt unsafe at
school, leading to underachievement (Richer, 2012), and where highly capable students
did not want to leave their peers to go into the separate gifted program. Hébert (1998b),
in his study of an underachieving gifted student, explained how the student had fewer
opportunities to achieve his potential when he remained in the mainstream class instead
of moving to the gifted class. His opportunity to attend a gifted class was thwarted by
his geographical location and economic disadvantage. Walters (2008) illustrated a
similar situation with a student who was left in the mainstream school system and
struggled with the mixed-ability classes as the teaching style hampered his desire to ask
questions and to learn at the pace of which he was capable.

2.6.4 Family
Unrealistic high parental or family expectations, and low or non-existent academic
expectations from family were factors that caused academic underachievement in gifted
students (Chen-yao & Hébert, 2006; Coleman et al., 2015; Hébert & Olenchak, 2000;
Rubenstein, 2011). Parents who viewed education as a pathway to high status (Chenyao & Hébert, 2006) may place pressure on their children to excel academically. In turn,
this pressure could produce academic underachievement either as a form of passive
resistance to parental expectation, or because the expectations were perceived to be
unattainable by the student (Baum et al., 1995a).
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Alternatively, low family expectations cause or reinforce academic underachievement
(Davis & Rimm, 2004; Hébert & Olenchak, 2000; Landis & Reschly, 2013; Liu &
Waller, 2018; Peterson, 2001b; Siegle, 2013). Reasons for low academic expectations
include a sibling already identified as gifted where the focus is on the first gifted child
(Hébert & Olenchak, 2000), or where education is not valued in the household
(Peterson, 2001b; Richer, 2012; Rubenstein, 2011). Other issues within the family
contributing to underachievement are dysfunctional households, parental neglect of a
child, or substance abuse within the family (Baum et al., 1995a; Davis & Rimm, 2004;
Hébert & Olenchak, 2000; Richer, 2012; Rubenstein, 2011; Siegle & McCoach, 2018).

2.6.5 Emotional issues
Emotional issues may stem from family dysfunction (Baum et al., 1995a; Richer, 2012)
or from factors such as perfectionism, anxiety and depression, or an inappropriate
curriculum (Baum et al., 1995a; Gross, 2006; Olenchak, 2001; Richer, 2012). Richer’s
(2012) study of four gifted underachieving students provided examples where anxiety in
the students caused physical sickness that led to absenteeism and underachievement.
Olenchak’s (2001) study of four gifted underachieving students revealed their feelings
of isolation and brooding when the curriculum failed to provide adequate challenge.
Obergriesser and Stoeger (2015) demonstrated that the state of the individual’s
emotions had a strong impact on underachievement. In addition, emotional issues may
manifest differently according to the gender of the student (Hately & Townend, 2020).

Poor self-esteem in gifted underachievers was a common theme in the literature and
Emerick (1992) stated that a positive self-esteem was necessary to reverse the pattern of
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underachievement. In a similar way, Gross’s (2006) longitudinal study of 60
exceptionally gifted students showed that if gifted students were not academically
accelerated into an appropriate class, the self-esteem of the student suffered. When selfesteem was diminished, socialisation issues were likely to occur, and severe depression
could result (Gross, 2006). Peterson (2001a), in her study of four gifted individuals,
discussed the effects of severe and constant depression that required medication to
mediate its effects. Educators were warned to look out for gifted students who were
silent in their distress as this could be an indicator of depression (Peterson, 2001a).

Perfectionism contributed to academic underachievement through negative emotions.
Perfectionism could enable students to aim high and do their best, however, the reverse
side of this is where students may ask excessive questions in order to perfect the task, or
they may hold back answering if unsure about being accurate (Walters, 2008). Siegle
(2013) noted that perfectionists often had a fear of failure, workaholic tendencies, and
focused on mistakes while procrastinating with their work. Procrastination influenced
underachievement as students who did not hand in their work on time did not receive
the marks that reflected their ability.

2.6.6 Social and behavioural issues
Underachievement is linked to social and behavioural issues and these issues were
evident in negative attitudes toward authority, underdeveloped social skills, or substance
abuse (Baum et al., 1995a; Hébert & Olenchak, 2000; Olenchak, 2001; Richer, 2012;
Rubenstein, 2011). Social and behavioural issues stemmed from unhelpful peer groups
where peers questioned social values and had a lack of behavioural limits (Baum et al.,
1995a). Family factors such as taking on family responsibility, abandonment, conflict
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within the family, parental separation (Olenchak, 2001; Richer, 2012; Rubenstein,
2011), and lack of school support (Rimm & Lovance, 1992b) also played a part in
underachievement. The lack of school support manifested itself in many ways, such as
not providing an appropriate curriculum (Rimm & Lovance, 1992b), sporadic
counselling or counsellors not trained in gifted education (Hébert, 1998a; Hébert,
1998b; Rubenstein, 2011) and being unable or unwilling to recognise the causes of the
behavioural or social problems (Rimm & Lovance, 1992b).

Specific behavioural disorders (Baum et al., 1995a; Rubenstein, 2011) were highlighted
in the literature as contributing to underachievement in gifted students. An example
from a study of 17 gifted underachieving students described a student who was unable
to learn in the classroom due to severe behavioural problems which placed stress both
on the student, peers, and staff (Baum et al., 1995a). Without mediating the behaviour,
academic underachievement occurred. In other cases, social and behavioural issues were
a result of a lack of an appropriate role model and the use of mentors were shown to be
beneficial in reversing academic underachievement through positive teacher-student
relationships, increased social interactions between the student and peers, and a positive
attitude toward learning and welfare support (Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016;
Hébert & Olenchak, 2000).

2.6.7 Poor self-regulation
Poor self-regulation could be identified through poor study habits, disorganisation,
forgetfulness, and poor study skills (Baum et al., 1995a). Rubenstein (2011) claimed
that poor self-regulation was not a motivational issue, for without self-regulation skills
that enabled a student to analyse an assignment question, manage the time to work on
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the assignment, and organise the materials required, the work would not occur
regardless of motivation.

Students with poor self-regulation may be selective consumers, that is, underachieving
in areas in which they have little interest (Centre for Education Statistics and
Evaluation, 2019). By increasing understanding of poor self-regulation, appropriate
interventions can be developed by educators (McCoach et al., 2020).

2.6.8 Boredom
Boredom was commonly cited in the literature as a factor for academic
underachievement as boredom demotivated gifted students (Bennett-Rappell &
Northcote, 2016; Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003; Landis & Reschly, 2013; Rimm &
Lovance, 1992b; Walters, 2008; Young & Balli, 2014). Boredom stemmed from an
inappropriate curriculum or lack of challenge, or a learning style that was a poor fit for
the student (Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016; Rimm & Lovance, 1992b; Walters,
2008). Walters (2008) found that boredom stemmed from a teaching style that the
student found unengaging, and by having to wait for peers during the lesson. This was
similar to other findings that showed that waiting for others in the class was frustrating
and boring for gifted students (Coleman et al., 2015; Young & Balli, 2014). Similarly,
research has shown that waiting for others in class, such as when the teacher insisted
that all students work on the same page, and not go ahead if they finished early, was a
source of frustration and boredom for gifted students (Coleman et al., 2015). Richer
(2012) demonstrated that boredom impacted on the student’s ability to thrive physically
and academically. Additionally, boredom prompted gifted students to disengage from
learning and to underachieve (Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003). Piechowski (2014) found
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that gifted and imaginative students particularly had a low tolerance for boredom and
needed the space for intellectual stimulation and creativity.

2.6.9 Cultural conflict
Decreased motivation occurred along with academic underachievement when there
were tensions between the culture of the country-of-origin and the adopted country
(Chen-yao & Hébert, 2006). Coleman et al. (2015) stated that conflict between the
community culture and the school culture caused students to forgo academic success in
order to fit in with their community. Grantham (2004) and Hébert (1998b) also
indicated that cultural conflicts contributed to the underrepresentation of African
American students within the gifted programs in the US, and others (Ford, 2018; Liu &
Waller, 2018) highlighted that current standardised tests had measures that were
culturally biased and contributed to the exclusion of minority groups from gifted
education programs.

In contrast, the mother of a participant from Rubenstein’s (2011) study of four gifted
students stated that she had high expectations of her children which were in line with
those of her Asian culture. However, the father of the same participant was American
and had a more relaxed view of academic achievement. The tension between the
parental expectations caused conflict within the home and for the student. Likewise,
Chen-yao and Hébert (2006) observed the difference between Asian and American
cultures and the pressure on students that came from parents of other cultures to
academically achieve. This pressure could cause a gifted student to underachieve as a
form of defence. Coleman et al. (2015), in their synthesis of studies, showed that gifted
Latino/Latina students felt heightened anxiety because of their parents’ high standards
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regarding their grades and school performance. The level of parental expectation has
been shown to inhibit academic achievement and take the enjoyment out of learning
(Baum et al., 1995a).

2.6.10 Poverty
Underachievement was present for students living in poverty as financial concerns
became part of the load that students carried (Hébert & Olenchak, 2000). Poverty also
meant that students were unable to attend schools or programs that catered specifically
to their needs because the fee for the school or program was unattainable (Richer,
2012).

In other research, poverty occurred through family breakdown or dysfunction (Hébert &
Olenchak, 2000; Olenchak, 2001; Richer, 2012). For example, in the case study of
Jackson, poverty and family breakdown influenced academic underachievement.
Jackson was a gifted student, who at age 10 was responsible for caring for his four
younger siblings as his mother was in jail and the father was absent (Hébert &
Olenchak, 2000). In this role Jackson was not able to focus on his studies or complete
his homework as he was at the point of exhaustion. In this case, the poverty of his
family and a lack of social support contributed to underachievement.

2.6.11 Absenteeism
Absenteeism contributes to academic underachievement in gifted students as students
are unavailable to access the curriculum on the day they are absent. This contributes to
gaps in the student’s learning. Absenteeism was attributed to illness, including stressrelated illnesses (Richer, 2012; Rubenstein, 2011), and student perception that there was
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a poor fit with themselves, the school, and the curriculum (Olenchak, 2001).
Absenteeism was attributed to family responsibilities and student employment (Hébert,
1998b; Hébert & Olenchak, 2000; Olenchak, 2001), rebellion (Olenchak, 2001),
boredom (Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003) and negative family opinions of school
(Rubenstein, 2011).

2.6.12 Lack of motivation
A lack of motivation was another factor that contributed to academic underachievement
in gifted students. A lack of motivation stemmed from student boredom (Kanevsky &
Keighley, 2003; Walters, 2008), fear of failure (Richer, 2012), inappropriate curriculum
(Walters, 2008), lack of perceived justice in the classroom (Walters, 2008) and poor
teacher-student connection (Richer, 2012; Walters, 2008). Without motivation, students
were unable to achieve their potential (Barbier et al., 2019; McCoach & Flake, 2018;
Obergriesser & Stoeger, 2015; Siegle, 2013). Amotivation is another factor to consider
as part of self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2009) and was described as a lack of
intention to act upon a behaviour (Vlachopoulos et al., 2012). This lack of intention
contributes to a lack of motivation.

Motivation takes two forms: extrinsic motivation and intrinsic motivation (Deci &
Ryan, 2009). Extrinsic motivation is where a student is motivated by external rewards
or by pleasing others (Emerick, 1992). Intrinsic motivation is separate from the external
environment and is where the student has an inner drive that provides impetus to
succeed due to the enjoyment of the task (Kover & Worrell, 2010). Richer (2012)
attested that without intrinsic motivation a student was unlikely to learn. However, if a
student had intrinsic motivation this overcame de-motivating factors (McCoach &
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Siegle, 2003).

2.6.13 Twice Exceptional
Twice exceptionality (2e), Gifted with a Learning Disability (GLD) or Dual
Exceptionality indicates that the individual has traits of giftedness with the addition of a
disability or disabilities that inhibit learning (Kaufman, 2018; Ronksley-Pavia et al.,
2019; Wormald, 2011). The combination of both giftedness and a learning disability can
be summed up as learners who have high learning potential and had disability that was
defined by federal or state eligibility (Trail, 2010; Wormald, 2009). Other definitions
included learning issues such as emotional and behavioural disorders, physical
disabilities, autism spectrum disorder (ASD), attention deficit hyperactivity disorder
(ADHD) and specific learning disabilities (Buică-Belciu & Popovici, 2014; Centre for
Education Statistics and Evaluation, 2019; Foley-Nicpon et al., 2011).

Whitmore (1980) maintained that students who were gifted and underachieving already
struggled with issues such as low self-esteem and frustration stemming from their
unfulfilled potential, however, some participants in her study of students in a specific
program for gifted underachieving students, had the added factor of a learning
disability. The perfectionistic nature of some gifted students, combined with a disability
in reading or writing damaged the student’s self-esteem and motivation which
contributed to underachievement. Whitmore (1980) advised that students who were
twice exceptional should be provided with a specific learning program that supported
them in their areas of disability and that recognised their giftedness and provided
challenging curriculum. A more recent study of four underachieving girls (Desmet et
al., 2020) showed that being twice exceptional impacted student self-efficacy. One
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student, in relation to her dyslexia and her peers and teachers at school said, “if those
people don’t think I’m smart, I shouldn’t think I’m smart” (Desmet et al., 2020, p. 89)
which showed the influence of the opinions of others on students who are twice
exceptional and how it contributed to underachievement.

Researchers acknowledged three subgroups of students who were twice exceptional
(Baum et al., 1991; Wormald, 2009). The first group was identified as gifted but had
increasing learning difficulties due to learning disability as the school work became
complex. The second group was neither identified as gifted nor as having a learning
disability and achieved average grades in school, and the third group were identified
with a learning disability and were not recognised for their giftedness. Munro (2002)
asserted that up to 30 percent of gifted students had a learning disability – particularly in
reading and literacy. These students would generally only have their learning disability
catered for and not their areas of giftedness (Munro, 2002; Wormald, 2011).

Students with twice exceptionality may have the characteristics of low self-efficacy,
advanced achievement or task commitment (Reis et al., 1997). Additionally, they may
have high expectations that were difficult to achieve due to the disability (Munro, 2002;
Reis et al., 1997; Whitmore, 1980) and exhibit disruptive behaviour and high levels of
creativity (Reis & McCoach, 2002). Additionally, twice exceptional students might
have an exceptional vocabulary, develop expertise beyond their age group and have a
sophisticated sense of humour (Trail, 2010).

Emotional disturbances had been known to arise from the frustration caused by twice
exceptionality (Whitmore, 1980), and negative experiences at school were common, as
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were negative social interactions with peers (Reis et al., 1997). As shown earlier,
emotional and behavioural issues contribute to underachievement. Trail (2010)
explained that the extreme frustration that the twice exceptional student felt could cause
them to try to manipulate the learning situation to avoid failure. This included refusal to
complete assignments or work on tasks that the student knew they could not complete.
Incomplete work contributes to underachievement as assessment cannot be conducted.
There might also be a difficulty for students with twice exceptionality to show what
they know (Munro, 2002). These difficulties are compounded by the issues in
identifying twice exceptional students, as educators may require additional training in
this area (Foley-Nicpon et al., 2011; McCoach et al., 2001). The literature showed that it
was important to provide a program that targeted the duality of learning by allowing the
student to work in their areas of strength, and by providing the areas of weakness with
targeted support (Baum & Owen, 1988; McCoach et al., 2020; Reis et al., 1997; Trail,
2010; Whitmore, 1980). Allowing students to work in areas of strength can contribute to
the reversal of underachievement (Subotnik et al., 2018).

2.7 Factors that contribute to the reversal of underachievement
2.7.1 Curriculum
The reversal of underachievement in the literature was linked to gifted students working
in an area of interest, having access to a challenging curriculum, and having the
curriculum coincide with real-world issues. This forms the basis of an appropriate
curriculum (Baum et al., 1995a; Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016; Hébert &
Olenchak, 2000; Olenchak, 2001; Rimm & Lovance, 1992b; Walters, 2008). Subotnik
et al. (2018) showed that when students work in an area of interest, they were more
likely to pursue these interests beyond school in challenging environments. Little (2018)
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expressed the importance of using instructional strategies that promoted student
initiative and inquiry in areas of interest. Through using strategies that were studentcentred, the needs of gifted students were met, and the reversal of underachievement
occurred.

An appropriate curriculum includes differentiation. Differentiation is defined as the
modification of existing curriculum that blends enrichment, acceleration, and flexible
pacing (Vialle & Rogers, 2013). Differentiation can take many forms including the use
of higher order thinking – analysis, evaluation and synthesis – in the classroom which is
part of Bloom’s Taxonomy (Krathwohl, 2002). Developing creative processes such as
fluency and originality in set work is indicative of the Williams Cognitive-Affective
Interaction Model (Vialle & Rogers, 2013), and modifying the content of the lesson to
create depth and complexity within the learning environment is found in the Maker
Model (Maker, 1982). These models are all methods by which differentiation can be
implemented in the classroom.

Similarly, differentiation through compacting the curriculum (Hébert & Olenchak,
2000) can provide more time for gifted students to pursue areas of interest. Compacting
the curriculum and providing opportunities to learn in an area of interest had been
shown to reverse underachievement (Hébert & Olenchak, 2000; Olenchak, 2001).
VanTassel-Baska (2018a) explained that gifted students learned new material in a
holistic manner, rather than in a step-by-step format, and curriculum compacting suited
this form of learning. Other studies showed that learning at a faster pace helped gifted
students retain the knowledge for longer and maintain motivation which is linked to
reversing underachievement (Coleman et al., 2015; Davis & Rimm, 2004; Feldhusen &
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Moon, 1992; Tsai, 2007; Yuen et al., 2016).

In addition to compacting the curriculum, academic acceleration was used to reverse
academic underachievement (Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003; Rimm & Lovance, 1992b;
Wardman, 2017). Academic acceleration included subject acceleration: for example, a
student in year three might do year four mathematics, or whole year acceleration could
occur where the student would skip an entire year. In a study of 14 students, the parents
of the student participants said that despite teacher reservations and other obstacles, they
saw the benefit of their child being accelerated (Rimm & Lovance, 1992b). VanTasselBaska (2018b) also noted that in a meta-analysis of the literature, academic acceleration
was supported as a method for teaching gifted students. Put another way, gifted students
had “the right to learn something new in school every day” (Siegle, 2013, p. 144) and
this, for some, could only be done through academic acceleration and curriculum
compacting. One student from a longitudinal study of 60 exceptionally gifted students
(Gross, 2006) said that if she had not been academically accelerated she would have
experienced intense frustration at the slow pace of the class content. It was noted that
significant acceleration – more than a year in advance of their age-peers – allowed
exceptionally gifted students to realise their potential (Gross, 2006).

Dare et al. (2019), in a study of 26 gifted students, asked participants to define the key
factors for determining if academic acceleration was appropriate. In order of
importance, participants from the study advised that gifted students needed to be in the
most appropriate learning environment; students should have a voice in choosing the
option to accelerate; abilities across different subjects should be considered; cognitively
matched peer groups should be considered; identifying levels of school support was
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important; and lastly, social considerations should be explored. The students in the
study were more concerned about receiving appropriate academic learning opportunities
than fitting in socially.

2.7.2 Teacher influence
Research showed that some teachers encouraged students to achieve their potential.
Students in the literature cited a strong teacher-student relationship as key to helping
them reverse academic underachievement (Baum et al., 1995a; Bennett-Rappell &
Northcote, 2016; Coleman et al., 2015; Emerick, 1992; Grantham, 2004; Gross, 2006;
Hébert, 1998a; Hébert, 1998b; Hébert & Olenchak, 2000; Olenchak, 2001; Richer,
2012; Rimm & Lovance, 1992b; Walters, 2008). Emerick (1992) advised that a positive
teacher influence was shown as being caring, willing to communicate, being
enthusiastic and flexible, and having high but realistic expectations for the student.
Richer (2012) explained that a caring teacher reduced the likelihood of the student
dropping out of school, and that high teacher expectations correlated with student
achievement. The caring teacher helped form an emotional bond with the student that
had lasting effects on their academic outcomes and some gifted students needed a oneto-one teacher-student connection to help them reverse academic underachievement
(Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016).

2.7.3 Peers
For gifted students, working with like-minded peers increased motivation to participate
in projects (Baum et al., 1995a) and increased positive social interaction with people
who understood them and their interests (Baum et al., 1995a; Coleman et al., 2015;
Davis & Rimm, 2004; Gross, 2006; Hébert, 1998b; Walters, 2008). To find like-minded
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peers, some students need to be academically accelerated (Gross, 2006). When in an
appropriate learning environment with like-minded peers, gifted students were able to
share their thoughts and feelings freely (Coleman et al., 2015) and they did not feel as
different from their peers as they did in their age-based classes (Walters, 2008). Peers
were influential in reversing academic underachievement (Desmet et al., 2020; Ford &
Moore, 2013; Rimm, 2006) and were a protective factor against an unsupportive home
environment (Siegle, 2013) and even helped in identifying giftedness (Clark, 1992).
Letting go of unhelpful friendships was another factor that helped some gifted students
to reverse underachievement (Desmet et al., 2020).

2.7.4 Parents
Parent contact with the school was important as parents and family are influential in
their child’s life (Clark, 1992; Richer, 2012; Siegle, 2013). Parents helped to reverse
academic underachievement through their approval of extra-curricular activities,
remaining calm in the situation of academic underachievement, placing the
responsibility of performance gradually onto the student, and by having a positive
attitude toward the student regardless of performance outcome (Emerick, 1992). Also,
when parents were less controlling, the student was able to make positive choices
regarding their academic performance and in this way intrinsic motivation had a chance
to develop (Chen-yao & Hébert, 2006). Coleman et al. (2015) in their analysis of
research studies within a 25-year span provided an example of a group of students from
a Latino background that attributed their academic success to their mothers. When
students felt academically supported by their family, the reversal of underachievement
occurred (Emerick, 1992; Rimm, 2006; Young & Balli, 2014).
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2.7.5 Motivation
A lack of motivation contributed to academic underachievement in gifted students,
however, being motivated to learn reversed academic underachievement in gifted
students. Emerick (1992) argued that classroom activities that were relevant to realworld experience motivated students to achieve in their studies. This link to real-world
experience provided the impetus to engage in learning as real-world experiences were a
pathway to working in an environment where the work was relevant (Emerick, 1992;
Maker, 1982). Whitmore (1986) urged teachers to use relevant curriculum – relevant to
student personal interests – because when the teaching style and content fitted a
student’s learning style and interests, high levels of motivation occurred. Emerick
(1992) and Richer (2012) found this to be true and advised teachers to be aware of the
traits of giftedness in underachieving students so that lessons could be tailored to the
student’s strengths in order to reverse academic underachievement.

Goal setting was tied to motivation (Obergriesser & Stoeger, 2015; Ritchotte et al.,
2014) and Richer (2012) confirmed that when students were intrinsically motivated to
succeed in areas that interested them they prioritised time, set goals and persevered in
their task. When gifted students are encouraged to pursue the task in a way that suits
them best they often thrive. For example, one student from a case study of four students,
achieved a very high grade in an algebra test, and although the answers were not
structured in the manner that the teacher preferred, the student still received a high
grade because the teacher was aware that it was important to allow the student to have
autonomy in their learning (Richer, 2012). Additionally, Rubenstein (2011) observed
that autonomous motivation was a protective measure against underachievement and it
was also a predictor of students being able to learn in depth and master challenges.
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2.7.6 Self-regulation
Proven strategies, such as creating a time management plan, opportunities for
perseverance, and being made aware of self-regulation methods allows students to
organise their time and learning resources and have control over their learning which
helps to reverse underachievement (Baum et al., 1995a; Rubenstein, 2011). Rubenstein
(2011) gathered data regarding students’ external and intrinsic regulation through an
intervention which centred on empowering three selected students to design alternative
class assessments to make learning relevant. Post-intervention results from the
Secondary Interest-a-Lyzer, School Attitude Assessment Survey-Revised (SAAS-R),
Learning Climate Questionnaire (LCQ) and Academic Self-Regulation Questionnaire
(SRQ-A) showed that the majority of participants developed internal self-regulation
after the intervention. This correlated with the reversal of underachievement in their
academic work. It was important to note that these strategies of self-regulation were
specifically taught to the students. Similar results were found using the Type III
investigation (Baum et al., 1995a) where self-regulation strategies were explicitly
taught, and this enabled gifted underachieving students to reverse the underachievement
through a combination of factors that included the application of self-regulation
strategies. Grantham’s (2004) single case study research also provided an example of a
student who lacked self-regulation skills until a teacher systematically taught the student
how to organise their resources and their workload which resulted in a reversal of
underachievement in that student. Teaching students specific self-regulation strategies
had a long-term influence which enabled gifted students to participate in advanced-level
programs as they progressed through their education (Grantham, 2004).
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2.7.7 Extra-curricular activities
Activities outside of school were found to be beneficial to students who were
academically underachieving, as their area of giftedness may not lie within the school
curriculum. Often the outlet of an extra-curricular activity in the area of giftedness was
a catalyst to help reverse academic underachievement (Emerick, 1992; Olenchak, 2001;
Rubenstein, 2011). Emerick (1992) noted that extra-curricular activities, or hobbies,
enabled access to academic achievement because they provided an escape from
frustrating school experiences, increased self-esteem through success in the activity,
provided an opportunity to learn new skills, and the experience was meaningful to the
participant. This sense of meaning was important to students and was an influencing
factor toward reversing academic underachievement in gifted students (Olenchak,
2001). Hébert (1998b) shared a similar view to Emerick (1992) and believed that
schools should provide extracurricular experiences and programs to nurture the interests
and gifts of their students. Landis and Reschly (2013) agreed, claiming that
extracurricular activities were a preventative measure against underachievement and
have been linked to achievement and school completion.

2.7.8 Counselling
Counselling services supported the reversal of underachievement and could occur in the
school environment as part of the school program or they could be separate to the
school in a private practice (Hébert, 1998a; Olenchak, 2001; Richer, 2012; Rimm &
Lovance, 1992b). When counselling is part of a student’s individualised differentiation
plan it provides social and emotional support. For one student in a study of three gifted,
underachieving students in the US, counselling services helped to provide physical and
emotional support, and childcare for the younger siblings of the student (Olenchak,
53

2001). This allowed the student to focus on their own wellbeing and schooling as the
burden of being a carer was removed. In another example, this time with a single case
study in the US, the student acknowledged that his academic achievement – which was
a reversal of underachievement – was due to the support system which included the
school counsellors (Hébert, 1998b).

A specific form of counselling known as Motivational Interviewing was utilised in
Richer’s (2012) study of four gifted underachieving students. This form of counselling
intentionally built rapport between the counsellor and the underachieving student during
interviewing sessions. The method of interviewing involved empathetic listening and
allowed the student time to think about the motivations behind their attitude and
behaviour toward learning and school work. This form of counselling resulted in
improvement in attitudes toward school and in school grades (Richer, 2012).

2.7.9 Mentors
When mentors who had specific expertise in the area of the student’s interest were
paired with a student, the mentor had a profound impact on reversing students’
academic underachievement (Landis & Reschly, 2013; Olenchak, 2001). For example,
in Olenchak’s (2001) study, one underachieving student whose truancy was becoming
an increasing problem, was paired with a mentor within the school who shared the same
interest in computers and software development. With encouragement from this mentor,
the student willingly engaged in the lunchtime sessions and developed an intrinsic
motivation to develop a computer game. The truancy decreased to the point where it
was no longer an issue, which reversed underachievement. Other studies within the
literature showed that an effective mentor could be a researcher, and the building of
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rapport over shared interests has the same effect of helping to reverse academic
underachievement in gifted students (Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016; Rubenstein,
2011).

2.7.10 Geographical location
Additionally, academic underachievement could be reversed by the student moving
schools or moving to a different neighbourhood (Chen-yao & Hébert, 2006; Rimm &
Lovance, 1992b). In a study of two gifted students, one student was underachieving due
to violence outside of the home and other distractions in an impoverished
neighbourhood (Chen-yao & Hébert, 2006). Academic underachievement was reversed
when the student’s family moved to a different neighbourhood that did not have
violence. Similarly, in a study of 14 students and their parents, one student found that
changing schools and the addition of an appropriate curriculum reversed the previous
academic underachievement (Rimm & Lovance, 1992b).

2.7.11 Summary of factors
It was evident throughout the literature that the factors that caused the reversal of
underachievement were diverse. Many of the factors are discussed in this chapter
however, there were other factors that were noted in the literature. One of the factors
was having smaller student-teacher ratios which enabled students to reverse academic
underachievement and this linked to the removal of distractions in the classroom
(Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016; Hébert, 1998a). Addressing race and ethnicity was
important for students as it helped to create equity and break down barriers to
achievement (Grantham, 2004; Hébert, 1998b). The observance of religion and its
personal significance also helped some students to succeed in their studies (Coleman et
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al., 2015).

It should be noted that implementing strategies to reverse academic underachievement
in gifted students needs to target the cause of underachievement (Rimm, 2006; Siegle,
2013). When educators are aware of the reasons for academic underachievement – such
as family issues, boredom, or lack of motivation – then an intervention can be
formulated to address the cause. Interventions must be contextual (Ritchotte et al.,
2020) and based on student interests and strengths (Spiteri, 2020) to meet the needs of
the student. Table 2.2 shows how factors contributing to underachievement overlapped
with the reversal of underachievement. Overlapping factors denoted that the concept
could be a cause of underachievement or of the reversal of underachievement. The
overlap was important as the underachievement factors were key to reversing
underachievement (Lamanna et al., 2019).

Table 2.2
Underachievement, reversal of underachievement, and factors that overlap
Underachievement

Overlap of factors

Reversal of underachievement

Emotional issues

Curriculum

Self-awareness

Social and behavioural

Teacher influence

Working in an area of interest

Learning disabilities

Peer influence

Counselling

Boredom

Family influence

Mentor

Cultural conflict

Self-regulation

Changing school

Poverty

Motivation

Real-world application

issues

Absenteeism

Extra-curricular activities
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Poor fit at school

Self-confidence

Intervention is crucial to reversing underachievement in gifted students. Siegle (2013, p.
4) asserted that “if nothing is done, many underachievers will not catch up after they
leave high school.” Whilst not all interventions were clear within the reviewed
literature, the occurrence of the reversal of underachievement was significant in
changing the educational trajectory for students. The interventions from the reviewed
literature will be discussed in the following section.

2.8 Intervention models
Within the literature, various interventions were used to reverse underachievement and
the findings are summarised in Table 2.3.

Table 1.3
Types of intervention models
Intervention Type

Author

Type III Enrichment Triad Model

Baum et al., 1995b.

Creative Writing individual withdrawal
program

Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016.
Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016; Hébert &

Use of a mentor

Olenchak, 2000; Olenchak, 2001.

Motivational Interviewing

Richer, 2012.

Differentiation of curriculum

Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016;
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Olenchak, 2001; Rimm & Lovance, 1992a.
TRIFOCAL Model/Acceleration

Rimm & Lovance, 1992b.

Project ATLAS: alternative assignments

Rubenstein, 2011.
Chen-yao & Hébert, 2006; Emerick, 1992;
Richer, 2012; Rubenstein, 2011; Walters,

Survey and/or interview

2008.

As seen in Table 2.3, there were a range of strategies used to reverse underachievement
and these factors were diverse. This means that the strategies implemented need to be
flexible to meet the students’ diverse needs. The following section outlines some
strategies, or interventions, found in the literature that could be used to reverse
underachievement.

The Type III Enrichment Triad Model (Baum et al., 1995b) allowed students to
investigate a real-world problem and the Type III Enrichment Triad Model supported
students in their investigation. This intervention corresponded with the Maker (1982)
model where curriculum differentiation for gifted students included real-world problems
and real-world audiences. The results from the model showed that 15 out of 17 students
made positive gains which were documented by report cards, achievement test scores
and anecdotal evidence from teachers, parents, and students (Baum et al., 1995b).

The Creative Writing Program (Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016) was a bespoke
program for a single school and its focus was to develop creative writing skills within
individual students in a withdrawal program, one-on-one. Results indicated that the
intervention helped to improve the creative writing skills of the participants. Within the
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creative writing program, the effect of a student having undivided attention from a
significant adult created its own positive effect as the students felt acknowledged and
valued. This attention reversed underachievement for gifted students within the program
(Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016).

Mentors were found to be an effective intervention in a number of studies (BennettRappell & Northcote, 2016; Hébert & Olenchak, 2000; Olenchak, 2001) and generally
mentors were adults who were experts in the area that the student was interested in. The
effect was profound on gifted underachieving students, with results showing significant
changes in student motivation (Olenchak, 2000), attitude (Bennett-Rappell & Northcote,
2016; Hébert & Olenchak, 2000), pace of learning (Hébert & Olenchak, 2000), school
attendance (Olenchak, 2001), and increase in self-esteem (Olenchak, 2001). In addition,
mentoring allowed students to reverse academic underachievement through completing
assignments and one student “found that he had sufficiently compacted his curriculum
in math and in science to permit undertaking a study of space” (Hébert & Olenchak,
2000, p. 201).

Motivational Interviewing was a specific intervention conducted by Richer (2012)
which gave students a voice so that student attitude and motivations changed. The
researcher and interviewer (Richer, 2012) included examples of the transcribed
interviews. The interviews illustrated how listening to the students who were gifted and
underachieving could help the student understand the factors that contributed to their
underachievement. Additionally, this understanding helped to motivate students to
achieve. The results of the intervention showed an improvement in grades in school
reports, the acquisition of goal-setting skills, and improved attitude toward school
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(Richer, 2012).

Differentiating the curriculum was a significant intervention that reversed academic
underachievement (Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016; Hébert & Olenchak, 2000;
Olenchak, 2001; Rimm & Lovance, 1992a, 1992b; Walters, 2008). Differentiation of
the curriculum included academic acceleration (grade or subject skipping), and variable
pacing of the curriculum (Maker, 1982). It was shown that differentiation for gifted
students must be more complex (Maker, 1982), take into account the students’ preferred
learning style (Renzulli & Reis, 1994) and be open-ended (Hertzog, 2004; Maker, 1982)
so that divergent learning could occur. Results of differentiation included graduating a
year early from school, having peers that were cognitively matched (Rimm & Lovance,
1992b), resolved behavioural issues, having an appropriate curriculum (Walters, 2008),
and focused learning in areas of interest (Hébert & Olenchak, 2000).

The TRIFOCAL Model involved three areas of influence: students’ self-perceptions,
parenting practices, and the school curriculum (Rimm & Lovance, 1992b). Within the
TRIFOCAL Model, academic acceleration was the focus of the intervention as part of
school curriculum (Rimm & Lovance, 1992b). Academic acceleration for the study
participants showed an increase in motivation and grades. The results of the
TRIFOCAL Model intervention showed academic gains in student grades. The parents
of the students recommended considering grade acceleration as a method of providing
appropriate curriculum for other gifted students (Rimm & Lovance, 1992b).

Project ATLAS (Rubenstein, 2011) allowed participants to choose alternative
assignments after having analysed the curriculum goals for the class. The intervention
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had mixed results through attrition, and after the removal of the intervention one
student’s results fell significantly. However, one student changed career goals as a result
of the intervention.

Surveys and interviews were another form of intervention (Chen-yao & Hébert, 2006;
Emerick, 1992; Hébert & Olenchak, 2000; Richer, 2012; Rubenstein, 2011; Walters,
2008). Emerick (1992), for example, allowed student voice to be affirmed within the
interviews and the findings helped determine the causes of academic underachievement
and the reversal of underachievement in gifted students. Walters (2008) also focused on
student voice through interviews and used the lens of lived experience to highlight
factors that helped cause and reverse academic underachievement.

Steenbergen-Hu et al. (2020) in a review of empirical studies found that intervention
strategies had no significant effect on grades, but there was a significant effect in terms
of self-efficacy, motivation and psychosocial outcomes. However, the results of the
above interventions showed that the interventions were effective in producing academic
gains, and providing social and emotional wellbeing (Baum et al., 1995b; BennettRappell & Northcote, 2016; Chen-yao & Hébert, 2006; Emerick, 1992; Richer, 2012;
Rimm & Lovance, 1992b; Rubenstein, 2011; Walters, 2008).

Steeenbergen-Hu et al. (2020) did not directly work with participants as theirs was a
review of empirical studies. It is possible that the detached method of investigating
intervention strategies missed out on some of the nuances that existed within the studies.
The other intervention types within this section (section 2.8) directly worked with
individuals and groups of students. This allowed the researchers to explore what
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interventions worked, and it highlighted potential issues within the interventions, as was
found in the Rubenstein (2011) study.

2.9 Gap in the literature
Within the Australian context, there was limited research that had studied gifted
underachievement through the lens of lived experience (see Walters, 2008). As such,
international literature that addressed underachievement in gifted students was
considered to determine what themes might need to be considered in an Australian
study. While the broad international literature helped to inform the design of the current
study, it should be noted that within this literature there were only four studies that
specifically stated the intention to investigate the reversal of academic
underachievement in gifted students (Baum et al., 1995a; Emerick, 1992; Richer, 2012;
Rimm & Lovance, 1992b). Of those studies, only one (Richer, 2012) was recent and the
others were over twenty years old. The age of the studies was significant as within that
time there has been a greater awareness of giftedness, gifted education, and academic
underachievement in gifted students (Rimm, 2006; Siegle, 2013). Drawing on
international literature helped to provide a frame of reference for the study, however the
literature was cross-referenced with Australian literature where possible.

Even though advances have been made in understanding gifted education, the findings
were not always implemented in the classroom as a lack of teacher training in gifted
education was still an issue (Peters & Jolly, 2018; Tirri, 2017). Without adequate
training in recognising giftedness, its importance, and how to provide appropriate
curriculum, underachieving gifted students’ needs will remain unmet (Moore et al.,
2005; Walters, 2008).
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Additionally, Coleman et al. (2015) specified that the aim of their research was to
uncover what students had to say. Walters (2008, p. 42) agreed that each student had a
unique story “that is seen that way by them alone.” The voices of gifted underachieving
students who have reversed underachievement need to be heard (Coleman et al., 2015).

2.10 Theoretical framework
Within the context of this research investigating the reversal and prevention of academic
underachievement in gifted students, the theoretical framework of Bronfenbrenner’s
Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Bronfenbrenner, 2005) was chosen.
This theory views human development through a hierarchy of interrelated systems and
aligns with the qualitative approach to research which had its own inter-connectedness
between students, parents, and teachers (Creswell, 2015).

The hierarchy of interrelating systems in Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory
incorporates the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem and the macrosystem
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Christensen, 2016; Darling, 2007; Vialle et al., 2008). The first
level is the microsystem, and this represents the immediate setting or context in which
the child develops. An example of a microsystem is the child’s home or the child’s
school. This is where the most direct interaction takes place and the child is regarded as
an active participant in their development. The mesosystem is the next level and reflects
the connections that occur between the microsystems and shows the student operating
within multiple settings. An example is the link between home and school. The
exosystem involves processes taking place in two or more settings, at least one of which
is not directly related to the developing person. For example, this can be a link between
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the student and their parent’s workplace, or their parent’s social networks. The fourth
level, the macrosystem includes the values, beliefs, customs, laws, and behaviour
patterns of the shared culture and is the overarching system that contains the other
systems. An additional aspect of the Ecological Systems Theory was later added by
Bronfenbrenner (2005) and includes the chronosystem which documents the changes in
the student’s environment that occur over time. The chronosystem reveals the effect that
time has on the development of the student. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems
Theory (1979) is shown in Figure 2.1.

Figure 2.1
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979)

Using the Ecological Systems Theory to underpin the proposed research created a
holistic approach and works well within education and child development to explain the
phenomenon that is academic underachievement and the reversal of underachievement.
Within the microsystem and mesosystem, gifted underachieving students were viewed
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through their unique environment of home and school. Within the exosystem and
macrosystem, the researcher made observations of the case study participants based on
the interactions between the non-immediate environment – such as school policies and
teaching strategies – and the overarching culture of society.

In the context of the Australian education system, the NSW Education Standards
Authority (NESA) used Gagné’s (2008) DMGT model of giftedness and talent as a
guideline for understanding gifts and talents in students within the NSW education
system. The DMGT fits within the framework of the Ecological Systems Theory
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) where the microsystem includes teachers, peers, and mentors;
the mesosystem includes the combination of teachers and peers; the exosystem includes
investment and provisions; and macrosystem includes the milieu and the overarching
culture in which the student lives. The integration of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological
Systems Theory (1979) and Gagné’s DMGT is shown in Figure 2.2 below.

Figure 2.2
The overlap of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory with Gagné’s (2008)
DMGT
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Macrosystem
Milieu (EM)
Exosystem
Investment (DI); Provisions
(EP); Progress (DP); Activities
(DA)
Mesosystem (two or more
microsystems)
Microsystem
Individuals (EI) such as
teachers, family, peers,
mentors

Individual
Gifts (G) to Talents (T);
Intrapersonal (I)

The Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) combined with a qualitative
research method that utilises the lens of lived experience provides a robust framework –
and a conceptual model – in which to investigate the phenomenon of academic
underachievement and the reversal of underachievement in gifted students. The
conceptual model of the Ecological Systems Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and the
case study method, alongside the larger survey, combine to show how each facet of
student experience is interlinking.
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2.11 Summary
In conclusion, the literature demonstrates that there are many different reasons for gifted
students to academically underachieve (Desmet et al., 2020). The gap in the literature
relating to the lived experience of underachievement and giftedness had been noted and
indicated that there was a need for more research in this area, particularly in the
Australian context. If educators are able to recognise the cause of underachievement
they are more likely to be able to implement appropriate strategies and interventions
that address the cause. However, the strategy chosen should reflect the needs of the
individual student, and knowing the student stems from a positive student-teacher
relationship (Emerick, 1992).

What is known from the literature is that there are universal themes regarding
underachievement and the reversal of underachievement. For example, the curriculum
presented to gifted students is crucial as an unstimulating curriculum contributes to
academic underachievement, whereas an appropriately challenging curriculum can
reverse underachievement (Baum et al., 1995a; Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016;
Hébert & Olenchak, 2000; Olenchak, 2001; Rimm & Lovance, 1992b; Walters, 2008).
Similarly, teacher influence is important as it can contribute to underachievement or
reverse underachievement (Bennett-Rappell & Northcote, 2016; Coleman et al., 2015;
Emerick, 1992; Grantham, 2004; Gross, 2006).

What needs to be known from the literature is how to contextualise the knowledge about
gifted underachievement and the reversal of underachievement. To do so, further
research needs to be done to replicate previous research and to apply the research in to
specific cohorts of students – such as primary or secondary school students – and in
67

specific regions, especially in Australia where students living in geographically remote
areas may have limited educational options (Halsey, 2017; Napthine et al. 2019). This
ties in with the research questions for this study (see chapter 3) which aims to
investigate factors that contribute to underachievement and the reversal of
underachievement alongside the exploration of teacher knowledge of giftedness,
underachievement and the reversal of underachievement.
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Chapter 3: Method
3.1 Introduction
The purpose of the research was to address academic underachievement and the reversal
of underachievement in gifted students. Addressing academic underachievement was
important because it directly affected the social, emotional and academic outcomes for
the student (Baum et al., 1995a; Grantham, 2004; Gross, 2006). The qualitative methods
supported the investigation of the research questions and the significance of this chapter
centres on the dual-phase delivery of the research.

The research questions for this study were:
•

What factors contribute to gifted underachievement?

•

What are the factors that reverse gifted underachievement?

•

What can be done to prevent gifted underachievement?

A subset of questions emanated from the three main questions and these were:
•

What behaviours do teachers consider in order to identify giftedness?

•

How do teachers identify academic underachievement?

•

What strategies do teachers use or recommend to reverse underachievement?

3.2 Phase one
3.2.1 Design
In order to address the research questions, a two-phase qualitative design was selected
(see Figure 3.1). The first phase used multiple case studies to learn about the lived
experience of students who were gifted, who underachieved and who reversed the
underachievement (Table 3.1). A case was defined as the individual student, parent and
teacher (where available). This cluster was a single case.
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Table 3.1
Demographics of case study participants
Name

Age

Gender

Andromeda

18

Male

Bella

11

Female

Matt

8

Male

Ozzie

11

Male

Unknown Guy

8

Male

Kdog

11

Male
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Figure 3.1
Dual phase design

Underachievement

Research questions about:

Reversal of underachievement
Prevention of underachievement

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory
Phase 1: qualitative
case studies

n=6
students

Phase 2: qualitative
teacher questionnaire

n=130
teachers

n=7
parents

Analysis and discussion of
combined findings

Qualitative design was deemed appropriate for the research as the purpose of the
research was to understand the phenomenon of giftedness, underachievement and the
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reversal of underachievement. In line with this, Creswell (2013) noted that qualitative
research often involved multiple methods of data collection, relied on the researcher as a
key instrument in data collection, and presented a holistic and complex image of the
research. In this research, multiple methods of data collection occurred through
questionnaires, interviews, observation, and document artefacts. The research was
conducted with multiple participants to provide a broad view of the phenomenon of
underachievement and its reversal in gifted students.

To position the researcher within the research – and to establish credibility (Guba &
Lincoln, 1989; Nowell et al., 2017) – it is important to disclose that the researcher for
this study became interested in gifted education both as a parent and as a teacher. It
became clear that little was known and understood about giftedness within the school
setting and there was limited knowledge of what giftedness was. The researcher has
experience in other research areas such as student equity, disability, and higher
education. These research experiences have trained her in qualitative research such as
interviews, setting up surveys, and thematic analysis.

The first phase of the research design utilised a case study design because the aim of the
research was to understand the lived experience of gifted students. Phase one consisted
of six qualitative case studies (see Table 3.2). Case studies are an established form of
research within the education sector (Cohen & Manion, 1994) and serve to present an
in-depth view of a phenomenon (Creswell, 2012; Creswell, 2013; van Manen, 1990).
Yin (1994) noted that case studies are the preferred method when the focus is on a
phenomenon or when the researcher has little or no control over events in the natural
setting.
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Case studies show a “multiplicity of viewpoints” (Kervin et al., 2006, p. 37) and Cohen
et al. (2000) explained that case studies provide examples of “real people in real
situations” (p. 181). Comprehensive data, such as field notes, documents, and interviews
(Creswell, 2014) are collected over a period of time and in natural environments (Cohen
et al., 2000). In this way, the researcher seeks to portray how the participants think and
feel in their natural setting within the central phenomenon (Cohen et al., 2000).

The case study is uniquely positioned to engage with a variety of evidence (Yin, 1994)
and Neuman (1997) confirmed that immersion in the data allows the researcher to
discover patterns, actions, and the context of the phenomenon. Within this structure,
observing the participants in their natural environment (Creswell, 2014; Gall et al.,
2007) is crucial as the students are a product of their environment (Bronfenbrenner,
2005).

Table 3.2
Design of phase one
Research Question

Participants

Data Collection

Data Analysis

What factors

Case study

Open-ended

Transcribing

contribute to gifted

participants

questionnaire

interviews

underachievement?

Parents

Semi-structured

Coding for themes

Teachers

interviews

through Nvivo

Classroom observation

Field notes, images,

Email correspondence

recordings

Document collection

Coding emails
Systematically
analysing themes

What are the factors

Case study

Semi-structured

Transcribing the

that reverse gifted

participants

interviews

interview, coding for
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underachievement?

Parents

Correspondence with

themes and analysing

parents

results
Coding all
correspondence

What can be done to

Case study

Semi-structured

Transcribing the

prevent gifted

participants

interviews

interview, coding for

underachievement?

Parents

Open-ended

themes, charting the

Teachers

questionnaire

results

Email correspondence

Coding through Nvivo

Documents such as

Coding the emails and

school reports and

categorising themes

standardised tests

Analysing themes

The instrumentation and methods of collecting data were supported by Creswell (2012)
who explained that qualitative data relies on the views of the participants in the study
and the instruments of the questionnaire, interviews, observations, and document
collection provide information from the participants and that is broad in scope. Park and
Park (2016) also advised that various sources should be used to collect data to aid
discovery in the investigation of the phenomenon. Neuman (1997) confirmed that the
varying types of qualitative data capture aspects of the social world where context is
critical.
3.2.2 Site and participants
3.2.2.1 Students
Six gifted students were chosen through purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2013) to be
part of research that addressed the questions regarding giftedness, academic
underachievement, and the reversal of gifted underachievement. This number of
participants allowed for diversity and the possibility of attrition from the research. The
sample included students from both primary and secondary schools within NSW and
comprised both male and female students.
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The initial process used to recruit participants included sending information regarding
the research to gifted support groups within NSW, the Australian Association for the
Education of the Gifted (AAEGT), a university-based enrichment program, and to a
twice-exceptional support group. Responses from potential participants were then
followed up via email to determine if the participant fit the criteria. If the participant
was suitable for the research then a pre-research phone conversation was conducted
with the parent of the case study student to gather further details and explain the
research.

The students chosen for the research were required to provide evidence of gifted
behaviours (Betts & Neihart, 1988; Renzulli & Reis, 2018). The evidence collected for
this research included cognitive or aptitude tests such as the Stanford-Binet Intelligence
Scale (SB5) and the WISC-V, Wechsler Individual Achievement Test (WIAT) results,
nomination forms, standardised test results, and evidence of outstanding ability or
achievement. Participants were also required to provide evidence of academic
underachievement. This evidence included school test results, analysis of any
discrepancy between WIAT assessment and school results, or school reports and teacher
or parent nomination (White et al., 2018).

After the initial call for participants, it was decided that case study participants did not
need to have evidence of the reversal of underachievement due to insufficient evidence
in most cases to determine a permanent reversal of underachievement. This reflects the
changing nature of the educational journey where, depending on circumstances, the
educational needs of the student may or may not be met in that year but may be met in
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previous or subsequent years. Nevertheless, evidence of the reversal of
underachievement was more evident for two of the case study participants, and included
evidence from school reports, teacher recommendations, and school attendance reports
(Emerick, 1992). Having six case study participants for the research allowed for a range
of insights whilst maintaining a manageable level of data to collect and analyse
(Creswell, 2013, 2014).

3.2.2.2 Parents
Parents of case study participants were asked to complete an open-ended questionnaire
that elicited information regarding their child’s education, giftedness, academic
underachievement, and the reversal of underachievement. Except for one case study
participant, it was the mother of the student who was the contact and who provided
information regarding their child’s pseudonym, age, hobbies, interests, and
developmental milestones. This information provided a comprehensive background on
the case study participant.

3.2.2.3 Teachers
Teachers were integral to the gathering of data regarding the case study participant. A
formal letter of introduction from the researcher was sent to the case study participant’s
teacher which outlined the aim of the research and requested to be able to observe the
case study participant in the classroom. Three teachers participated in the case study
observations and provided verbal feedback to the researcher at the end of the classroom
observations.
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3.2.3 Data collection tools
Within the qualitative case studies, the following instruments were used: interviews
(Appendices 1, 2, and 3), a questionnaire (Appendix 4), observation forms (Appendix
5), and document collection.

3.2.3.1 Interviews
Interview questions were developed to align with the research questions. The questions
in the parent interview were to discover whether the parent had a foundational
knowledge about giftedness and underachievement. The questions were open-ended and
the researcher had opportunities to further explain the meaning of questions. The
interview duration was approximately 30-45 minutes.

Two student interviews were developed in line with the research questions. The first
interview was used to get to know the student and their strengths, interests and
understanding of underachievement. The second student interview was administered
after the classroom observation and was used to discuss the observation. Both student
interviews were open-ended and worded simply to allow for the young age of some of
the participants. The researcher was aware that some participants may not be familiar
with the terms ‘gifted’ and ‘underachievement’ and substitute words were provided.
Questions included “how did you know that you were very good at these things?” and
“can you tell me about a time when you didn’t show that you were good at something?”
These questions were designed to elicit information about giftedness and
underachievement. The second student interview was shorter in length and questions
were designed to clarify any details from the first interview, and to reflect on the
classroom observation. The interviews were designed to be 30-45 minutes in length.
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3.2.3.2 Parent questionnaire
The parent questionnaire was developed by the researcher with the research questions in
mind. Demographic and personal information were collected to provide background
information regarding the case study participant and questions were specifically asked
about indicators of giftedness and underachievement. For example, one question was
“were any developmental milestones met early?” as this is often an indicator of
giftedness. Parental attitude toward giftedness was explored through the question “how
did it make you feel to find out that your child was gifted?” Underachievement was
considered through the question “what do you think caused academic underachievement
for your child?”

3.2.3.3 Additional data
Observation forms (see Table 3.3) were adapted from Creswell (2013) and were in table
form to allow for ease of notetaking. The purpose of the observation was to see the
classroom environment where learning occurred. The case study participants engaged in
regular classroom activities. The researcher observed how the activities were
implemented and how the classroom teacher promoted student engagement. Classroom
observations occurred over three lessons which provided opportunity to observe
different key learning areas within the classroom. The timing of the lessons depended
on teacher and researcher availability.
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Table 3.3
Example of observation form
Length of activity: # minutes
Type of activity:
Time

Descriptive Notes
e.g. The case study

10:20am

participant joins a
collaborative learning
group

Reflective Notes
e.g. Initially the case study
participant is reluctant to
share until …

10:25am

Each of these methods provided a layer of information to build an in-depth
understanding of the phenomenon being studied. This links with the Ecological Systems
Theory (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) where each layer of information intersects with the
interrelating systems. For example, an interview with the participant fits within the
microsystem as it directly linked to the individual. Field notes (observation forms) were
located within the mesosystem as this was a link between the individual and the
researcher. Document collection represented the exosystem which involved two or more
settings.

3.2.4 Procedure
The order of the data collection for phase one was as follows:
1. Ethics: submitted to the Human Resources Ethics Committee at UOW
and to SERAP at the NSW Department of Education, and to the Sydney
Catholic Schools ethics committee.
2. Recruit parents and students: parents and students were recruited through
gifted support groups and twice-exceptional support groups.
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3. Permission obtained for participants to be part of the research:
participants completed the consent forms and were given the participant
information sheet.
4. Recruit class teacher of student: class teachers were emailed an invitation
to participate in the study. This email requested permission for the
researcher to observe the student in the classroom.
5. Questionnaire sent to parents: this questionnaire was emailed to
participating parents who emailed the completed form back.
6. Brief semi-structured interview with parents: the interview was
conducted via a videoconferencing platform and was audio recorded and
later transcribed.
7. Semi-structured interview with case study participant: the interview was
conducted via a videoconferencing platform or in-person and was audio
recorded and later transcribed.
8. Up to three classroom observations: the classroom observations were
conducted across the one day to minimise disruption to the classroom and
teaching schedule. Field notes were taken for the observation and a brief,
audio recorded interview with the class teacher.
9. Final semi-structured interview with the case study to clarify information
and to gain new information: the interview was conducted via a
videoconferencing platform or in-person and was audio recorded and
later transcribed.
10. Member checking of the transcribed interviews: transcribed interviews
were sent to participants for checking.
11. Data analysis: this was conducted in an iterative line-by-line manner (see
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section 3.2.5).
3.2.4.1 Ethics
Permission was gained from the Human Resources Ethics Committee at the University
of Wollongong. Permission to access NSW departmental schools was granted through
the Education Department’s process for conducting research in government schools.

The participants were provided with a participant information sheet outlining what was
expected and what the benefits of the research were. Participants were aware that
confidentiality would be kept and that they were able to cease being part of the research
at any time. Case study participants were de-identified within the context of the written
results and only the researcher was aware of the identity of the case study participants.
Data were stored on a secure external hard-drive and hard-copies of documents were
stored in a locked cabinet that only the researcher and supervisors had access to.

An amendment to the qualitative questionnaire was submitted and approved in 2020 due
to the changes recommended from the feedback from the pilot questionnaire, and
extensions to the 2019 ethics approvals from HREC and SERAP were approved for
2020. Due to the low response rate to the teacher survey, further ethics amendments
were presented to HREC and SERAP to allow additional schools to be contacted for the
survey. These amendments were approved in term three of 2020.
Students in phase one were recruited through gifted support groups and through an
enrichment program at a regional university. After initial contact was made by
interested parties, the researcher sent out an email with an Expression of Interest form.
If this form was signed and returned the researcher then asked for additional
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information such as general location (e.g., metropolitan NSW, South Coast) to
determine if the researcher was able to travel to the site. Additionally, potential
participants were asked to confirm if they had evidence to support the criteria for
inclusion. Interested parties were also asked how their child would respond to being
interviewed and observed in class. The Participation Information Statement (Appendix
7) was sent so that potential participants could determine if the research requirements
would suit them.

Potential participants met the researcher via a video conference or phone call to discuss
the possibility of involvement in the research. This allowed the potential participant to
ask questions and the researcher to seek information from the potential participants.
Participants then confirmed that they were willing to participate in the research and
were emailed the Consent Form to sign.

Those that did not fit the criteria for the research were sent a letter that thanked them for
their interest in the research and to let them know that they did not meet the
requirements for participating in the research. The participants who met the criteria
were sent the Parent Questionnaire (Appendix 4) which asked questions about the
student and their parent. The Parent Questionnaire also asked for documents that would
provide evidence for the three criteria of giftedness, underachievement and reversal of
underachievement. This evidence included psychometric testing, standardised tests,
school reports, and samples of school work. Additionally, the researcher asked the
participants for details about their school and teacher so that they could be contacted
regarding possible classroom observation.
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Once the Parent Questionnaire was returned, the participant information was deidentified and they were referred to using their pseudonym. The researcher then
interviewed the parent of the case study participant. This process used a semi-structured
interview format and was audio recorded. The aim of this interview was to establish
trust and to clarify any information from the Parent Questionnaire. At the end of the
parent interview, a time was arranged to interview the student.

The first interview with the student was framed through a semi-structured interview
format which was audio recorded. This was conducted in an environment that the
student was familiar with – in some cases this was in the family home, in other cases
this was conducted via video conference. As part of the child protection policy and
ethics approval, the student was within hearing and sight of the parent.

After the student interview, classroom observation times were arranged with the
student’s teacher. The observation was conducted over three consecutive lessons. On
completion of the classroom observations, a final interview was arranged with the
student. This was to talk about what was seen in the classroom and to elaborate on how
the student felt the strategies and programs at school helped or hindered their progress.
Transcripts of the interviews were sent to the parent and student to check the accuracy
of the transcripts.

3.2.5 Data analysis
All data from the questionnaires, interviews, observations and documents such as work
samples, school reports, and IQ assessments were transferred to Nvivo 12Plus where
initial coding was conducted in a line-by-line format and guided by the research
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questions (see Table 3.4).

Table 3.4
First round of coding for phase one
Code names

Explanation

Example

Gifted

Giftedness

“He would name all the
car badges and know what
the make and models of
the cars were” (Unknown
Guy parent)

UA

Underachievement

“He wasn’t being
challenged in the year 5
class” (Andromeda parent)

RUA

Reversal of underachievement

“His attitude to learning
has been so positive and
we’ve discovered that he
actually does have skills in
organisation” (Unknown
Guy parent)

PUA

Prevention of underachievement

“Teachers may best
support Bella’s needs by
explicitly presenting
information verbally”
(Bella’s WISC report)

The codes for round one were directly aligned with the key concepts explored within the
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study, namely that of giftedness and the spectrum of achievement.

A second round of coding drew out additional themes from the data and informed the
phase two questionnaire (see Table 3.5). Themes from the second round of coding
included behavioural issues, emotional difficulties, handwriting, parent advice,
motivation, and social difficulties.

Table 3.5
Second round of coding for phase one
Code names

Explanation

Example

2E

Twice exceptional

“Andromeda presents with
executive functioning
difficulties in the classroom”
(Andromeda neuropsych report)

Alt

Alternative school pathways

“I think that home schooling is
not a permanent solution but it’s
definitely a help” (Andromeda)

Behav

Behavioural issues

“Ozzie works best independently
as he can distract others around
him” (Ozzie school report, 2019)

Emot

Emotional difficulties

“I think his depression was too
far along” (Andromeda parent)

Hand

Hand writing difficulties

“I keep hurting my hand when I
write” (Bella)

Int

Interests and hobbies

“Matt enjoys playing board

85

games, numeracy games and
soccer” (Matt IQ assessment)
Lead

Leadership

“He likes to take the lead”
(Ozzie observation)

Motiv

Motivation

“’What would help you to stay
motivated to learn in class,
Kdog?’ ‘Rewards’” (Interview 2
with Kdog)

Parent

Parent advice

“To have an education tailored
towards your child and their
learning mode would be a really
good place to start” (Kdog
parent)

School

School support

“Well early on they gave him
some additional support with
things like MultiLit” (Kdog
parent)

Self

Self regulation issues

“Slow to complete basic tasks.
No concept of time”
(Andromeda parent)

Soc

Social difficulties

“He struggles, actually, with
making friends” (Ozzie parent)

Stude

Student advice to teachers

“There is no one set way to
teach a student” (Andromeda)
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The themes from round two of the coding were arrived at through an iterative process
and line-by-line coding. The themes overlapped between case study participants and as
such were highlighted within the research.

3.3 Phase two
3.3.1 Design
The second phase of the research utilised a qualitative questionnaire to investigate
teachers’ knowledge and skills regarding giftedness, underachievement and the reversal
of underachievement. Utilising a qualitative questionnaire allowed the researcher to
explore the knowledge and attitudes of a larger group of participants. Lived experience,
which has its epistemological roots in phenomenology (Creswell, 2013) allows the
phenomenon of giftedness, underachievement, the reversal of underachievement to be
displayed through the shared stories by students, parents and teachers in phase one, and
by the reactions to giftedness and underachievement in teachers in phase two.
Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) Ecological Systems Theory reminds us that all systems are
linked. For example, the teachers who participated in the questionnaire in phase two
were linked to the participants in phase one as they represented the prevailing attitudes
and knowledge around giftedness, underachievement and the reversal of
underachievement. These attitudes and knowledge were part of the exosystem and
impacted on the learning experiences of students within the classroom.

Phase two utilised survey design and was conducted after data collection and analysis
from phase one. The data from phase one informed the design of phase two. These
phases complimented each other due to one drawing from the other, and the expansion
of the ecosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) in phase two. It was important to include a
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broader range of teachers across all stages of schooling to determine attitudes and
knowledge regarding giftedness, underachievement and the reversal of
underachievement. The broad range of teachers were part of the exosystem which feed
into the meso- and microsystems. In phase two, teachers across NSW completed an
online, anonymous survey. The questionnaire was a standardised method that was
highly structured (Gall et al., 2007) and had the benefit of enabling the researcher to
obtain the views of a larger sample more easily than through other methods.

The purpose of the survey was to understand how teachers identified gifted students in
their classroom, determine if teachers had an understanding of how to identify gifted
underachieving students, and to investigate whether teachers had knowledge of
appropriate strategies to reverse gifted underachievement. See Table 3.6 for the design
of phase two.

Table 3.6
Design of phase two
Research Question

Participants

Data Collection

Data Analysis

What behaviours do

Primary teachers

Qualitative

Coding through

teachers consider to

Secondary teachers questionnaire

identify giftedness?

Nvivo
Systematically
analysing themes

How do teachers

Primary teachers

Qualitative

identify academic

Secondary teachers questionnaire

underachievement?

Coding through
Nvivo
Systematically
analysing themes

What strategies do

Primary teachers

Qualitative

teachers use or

Secondary teachers questionnaire

recommend to
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Coding through
Nvivo

reverse

Systematically

underachievement?

analysing themes

Gathering information about the knowledge of teachers in regard to gifted education and
underachievement was important to provide a more complete understanding of the lived
experience of gifted, underachieving students. As teachers play a critical role in
ensuring that students reach their potential, this places importance on the examination of
teachers’ understanding of giftedness and underachievement. Fraser-Seeto et al.’s
(2015, p. 1) research regarding the lack of teacher training in gifted education shows
how a lack of training affects teacher “knowledge, skills and confidence to identify and
meet the needs of gifted and talented students.” For the current research it was also
important to triangulate the findings of the phase one case studies which identified that
teacher knowledge, or lack of knowledge, about giftedness had a profound impact on
student learning.

School willingness to participate in research was impacted as a result of COVID 19 as
teachers had to focus on remote learning for their students. As a result of the initial low
response rate to the survey invitation, additional schools were contacted to achieve a
greater number of survey responses.

The use of a qualitative survey allowed participants to contribute to the research with
the minimum of inconvenience as the survey was brief and conducted anonymously
online. The questions were specific and provided depth of insight into teacher
understanding of giftedness, underachievement and the reversal of underachievement.

3.3.2 Site and participants
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The target population for the qualitative teacher questionnaire was primary and
secondary teachers in New South Wales (NSW) schools. The schools included both
primary and secondary schools, Government, Catholic and Independent schools across
diverse socioeconomic backgrounds and geographical locations.

Of the teachers who completed the questionnaire, 78% of participants were secondary
teachers (n=102) and 22% of participants were primary teachers (n=28). Of the 130
participants, 52% of teachers had completed training in gifted education and of those
who had training, 16% completed training at the undergraduate level (n=11) and 27% of
teachers at the postgraduate level (n=19). Postgraduate training was divided into the
categories of Graduate Certificate, Masters, PhD, and other. Other refers to any type of
training that was not previously listed and was not under the umbrella of in-service
professional development. The remainder of teachers completed training in gifted
education through professional development (n=55%). Additional information related to
the participants is provided in chapter six.

3.3.3 Data collection tools
Prior to sending out the final version of the questionnaire, a pilot questionnaire was
developed. The pilot questionnaire used a small convenience, or opportunity, sample
(Burns, 2000; Gall et al., 2007) of teachers and academics from regional NSW. The
participants provided feedback on the pilot questionnaire and their answers helped to
determine if the wording of the questionnaire was clear and unambiguous. The pilot
questionnaire included a brief online note on a social media platform that was sent out
with an explanation of the purpose of the questionnaire and assurances of
confidentiality. Feedback from the pilot participants can be seen in Table 3.7.
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Table 3.7
Feedback from pilot questionnaire
Focus on the three research questions (don’t need to explore teacher attitudes).
No multiple choice questions – use open-ended responses (this now becomes a
qualitative survey).
Provide a sample scenario with possible answers.
Provide more scenarios.
Ask two-three participants to provide feedback on the questionnaire.
Amend the wording on the PIS at the beginning of the questionnaire.
Place the definitions at the beginning of the questionnaire.
Add the estimated time that the questionnaire would take to do. Also, inform
participants how many scenarios there will be.
Having the same format for all scenarios was helpful.
Allow participants to activate the back arrow option to allow them to go back to
answer a question.

Each change was implemented and approved by the academic supervisors.

School principals (n=707) in all geographic regions of NSW were invited to participate
in the anonymous survey (see Appendix 6), along with their teaching staff. One hundred
and forty participants accessed the survey, although ten participants did not attempt the
survey beyond the opening page, leaving 130 participants completing the bulk of the
survey.

The types of schools represented by the participants are outlined as follows: Teachers
employed at Government schools were predominant, comprising 58% of the responses,
with those at Independent schools accounted for 38% of the responses. Teachers from
Catholic schools contributed two percent of the responses as did teachers from other
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types of schools. Additionally, 65% of teachers were in the metropolitan area (Greater
Sydney), while regional NSW teachers had a 28% participation rate. Rural teachers in
NSW contributed to 6% of responses. Regional and rural labels were self-selected by
the participants to best describe their school region.

The qualitative questionnaire for teachers (Appendix 6) was online and anonymous
through Qualtrics. The approximate duration of the questionnaire was 20 minutes. The
beginning of the questionnaire had a section for participant consent, and a section that
provided definitions for the terms used within the questionnaire. Beyond this, there were
hypothetical student scenarios. These were created from the observed traits of the case
study participants, and de-identified information from their parents and teachers in
phase one. These hypothetical students were either a combination of the case study
participants, or a single case study participant (see Appendix 6).

The purpose of the survey was to investigate if teachers could:
•

identify gifted behaviours

•

identify academic underachievement, and

•

select appropriate strategies to reverse underachievement.

The criteria for determining whether teacher responses identified gifted behaviours,
academic underachievement, and strategies to reverse underachievement was
encapsulated through the structure of the research questions and the survey questions
specific to that construct.
The questionnaire also included demographics such as:
•

Are you a primary or secondary teacher?
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•

What type of school do you teach at? (Government, Independent, Catholic,
Other)

•

Where is your school located? (Metropolitan/Sydney, Regional, Rural)

•

Have you had training in gifted education?

Beyond this, open-ended questions were based around four hypothetical scenarios of
students who may or may not be gifted. The scenarios were formed from the case
studies in phase one and were aligned with the literature on giftedness. Selected
questions asked:
•

Do you think Cassie is gifted? Why/why not?

•

Do you think Rachel is underachieving? Why/why not?

•

How would you motivate Daniel to learn?

•

What other strategies would you use to reverse underachievement in gifted
students?

3.3.4 Procedure
Phase two involved the distribution of the online survey for teachers. The purpose of the
online survey was to gather data regarding teacher attitudes and knowledge toward
giftedness, underachievement, and reversal of underachievement. The distribution of the
questionnaires was conducted following the phase one data collection.

The procedure for phase two was as follows:
1. Email letter sent to school principals to outline the purpose of the study.
Following the receipt of the HREC approval, an email was sent to school
principals in each NSW region. The list of schools was drawn from the NSW
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Department of Education website as well as the Catholic schools websites and
internet searches of independent schools in NSW. The aim was to invite similar
proportions of primary, secondary, Government, Independent and Catholic
schools.
2. The email contained a link to the survey with information to be specifically
forwarded to the teacher staff. The email and link to the survey were approved
through HREC, SERAP and the Catholic schools ethics committee.
3. Teachers complete the online survey. The survey was anonymous and the survey
link was accessible online.
4. Researcher collects the data survey and analyses the data through Nvivo. Data
was coded line-by-line (see 3.3.5 for further details).

3.3.5 Data analysis
Hypothetical scenarios were initially coded line-by-line, aligning responses within the
framework of the research questions regarding giftedness, underachievement and the
reversal of underachievement. This first phase of coding (Table 3.8) determined if
teachers agreed or disagreed that the hypothetical student in the scenario was gifted. An
unsure response was coded if the teacher responses were not a yes or no. For example,
coding of unsure responses included the words possibly, potentially, maybe. A second
phase of coding (Table 3.8) was then conducted in an iterative fashion to explore
additional themes. These themes highlighted teacher attitude toward giftedness and
underachievement and included teacher strategies suggested to reverse and prevent
underachievement. Themes were chosen if there was frequency in the theme appearing.
Table 3.8
First and second round of coding for phase two
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Code names

Explanation

Example

Round one of coding
Research

Gift

Giftedness

“Cassie does show signs

question

of giftedness” (Teacher,
#9)

Research

UA

Underachievement

question

“He does not appear to be
engaged in learning”
(Teacher, #9)

Research

RUA

question

Reversal of

“Finding her a mentor

underachievement

might be a starting point”
(Teacher, #57)

Research

PUA

question

Prevention of

“Recognising their

underachievement

abilities and potential”
(Teacher, #13)

Round two of coding
Additional

Diff

Differentiation

strategies

“Provide challenging
work that meets their
particular needs”
(Teacher, #1)

Additional

Encour

Encouragement or support

strategies
Additional

“Valuing their abilities”
(Teacher, #7)

Extra

Extracurricular activities

strategies

“Learning leagues where
gifted students can come
together” (Teacher, #74)

Additional

Group

Group work or
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“Connecting with other

strategies
Additional

Lead

socialisation

students” (Teacher, #71)

Leadership opportunities

“Providing them with

strategies

challenging leadership
roles” (Teacher, #13)

Additional

Learn

Learning profiles or IEP

strategies

“Encourage them to learn
in the ways that suit
them” (Teacher, #15)

Additional

Ment

Mentor

“One-on-one mentoring”

strategies
Additional

(Teacher, #68)
Par

Parental involvement

strategies

“Get their parents
involved with their
education” (Teacher, #2)

Additional

Staff

strategies

Staff education on

“Embedding the

giftedness

William’s Model across
all KLAs” (Teacher, #49)

Additional

Supp

Support team

strategies

“Involve outside
community organisations
and services” (Teacher,
#53)

Additional

Conn

Teacher student connection “Listen to them”

strategies
Additional

(Teacher, #63)
Strat

Teaching strategies

strategies

“A range of strategies and
approaches must be
adopted” (Teacher, #46)

Additional

As

Varied assessments
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“Vary assessment task

strategies
Additional

timelines” (Teacher, #6)
Well

Wellbeing

“Focus on effort and

strategies

social/emotional needs”
(Teacher, #45)

Additional

Work

Working with strengths

strategies

“Let them focus on their
personal interest”
(Teacher, #19)

Nowell et al. (2017) note that audit trails clearly outline the decision trail. The above
table (Table 3.8) is one such method of outlining the process used to determine the
rationale for the codes chosen. The highlighted green section on the left hand side of the
table was coded in reference to the research questions. The round two coding was
determined through an iterative process that grouped various themes into strategies that
could be used to support gifted students.

3.4 The trustworthiness of the research
3.4.1 Validity
Whilst qualitative research does not strictly adhere to the formal validity and reliability
structure of quantitative research, in this research it was imperative that validity and
reliability were accounted for. In particular, it was important that the content of the
questionnaire represented the research questions for phase two. To account for this, the
qualitative concept of trustworthiness (Creswell, 2014; Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Nowell
et al., 2017) is juxtaposed with the ideas of validity and reliability (Gall et al., 2007;
Yin, 1994). Nowell et al. (2017) wrote that credibility – addressing bias – is addressed
through member checking of the transcripts (raw data) and Creswell (2014) confirmed
that credibility is about addressing assumptions and bias. Transferability aligns with the
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concept of external validity, dependability corresponds to the examination of the
research process (Nowell et al., 2017), and confirmability is established through the
clear links between the interpretation of the data and the findings themselves (Nowell et
al., 2017). The constructs of validity and reliability are reframed under the terms
trustworthiness, credibility, confirmability, and data dependability (Corbin & Strauss,
2008; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Yin, 1994). Within this study
the terms of construct validity, external validity and reliability will be used but the
correlated terms (credibility, confirmability, transferability and dependability) will be
implied as this builds a strong foundation through a blended terminology which reflects
the mixed method where both qualitative and quantitative methods combine.

As the questionnaire for phase two was developed to specifically determine teacher
knowledge of giftedness, underachievement and the reversal of underachievement, it
was an untested instrument. However, the construct validity was verified through the
match between the questions asked of the participants and the concepts researched (Gall
et al., 2007). Similarly, reliability (dependability) was strong as the format of the
questionnaire was simple to administer and to answer, as identified in the pilot
questionnaire stage.

Validity and reliability of the measuring instruments conformed to the design suggested
by Yin (1994) and Gall et al. (2007) which indicated the need for construct validity,
external validity and reliability. Internal validity was not recommended for exploratory
studies (Yin, 1994), therefore it will not be used in this section. These types of validity
are shown in Table 3.9.
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Table 3.9
Validity measures (adapted from Gall et al., 2007; Yin, 1994)
Validity type

Definition

Practical application
within this research

Construct validity

Use of correct operational

Use of multiple sources of

measures for the concepts

evidence

being studied

Use of member checking
to review transcripts

External

The measure to which the

Use of replication logic in

validity/transferability

findings can be

multiple-case studies. This

generalised to other cases

included the use of the
same interview questions
and same type of
document collection.

Reliability

Showing that the

An operations manual was

operations of a study can

created, as was a

be repeated with the same

structured data base

results

3.4.2 Construct validity or credibility
Construct validity (Gall et al., 2007) is the extent that the measuring instrument used
aligned with the concepts being studied. This aligns with Guba and Lincoln’s concept of
credibility (Guba and Lincoln, 1989; Nowell et al., 2017). Within the parent
questionnaire, the items specifically linked to giftedness (“When and how did you find
out that your child was gifted?”), underachievement (“How was academic
underachievement recognised?”), and the reversal of underachievement (“What do you
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believe helped reverse the academic underachievement?”). In addition, there were
questions that provided background information regarding the student such as their age,
year at school, and any specific interests.

In addition, multiple sources of evidence (parent answers and document collection)
were used within the questionnaire to contribute to divergent enquiry (Yin, 1994) which
supported the construct validity of the measuring instrument. Construct validity in
interviews was embedded in the member checking of the transcripts. Case study
participants were able to make amendments or chose not to make any changes which
affirmed the initial construct validity of the interviews. Construct validity in
observations was primarily assured through triangulation as a source of verifying the
findings in both the parent questionnaire and the interviews.
These findings are summarised in Table 3.10

Table 3.10
Construct validity of qualitative instruments
Evidence of construct validity
Parent Questionnaire

•

Questions asked aligned with research questions

•

Multiple sources of evidence were used
(questions asked, documents collected)

•

Establishment of an audit trail so that the
researcher could verify why each participant was
chosen and how they fit within the research

Interviews

•

Interview questions aligned with the research
questions

•

Interview questions were standard for each case
study

•

Member checking of transcripts
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Observations

•

Observation form clearly described the activity
observed in descriptive and reflective form

•

Teacher comment at the end of observation
contributed another source of evidence to
confirm the observation findings

Combination of all

•

Multiple sources of evidence

qualitative instruments

•

Audit trail (chain of evidence) to show
transparency in the decisions made about the
instruments and data collection process

Validating the findings was conducted through member checking or triangulation
(Creswell, 2015) as validity is achieved when others recognise its authenticity (Cohen &
Manion, 1994).

3.4.3 External validity or transferability
External validity – or transferability – is the extent that the findings can be generalised
to similar cases and in this research it was demonstrated with the link between the
findings in the case studies and the alignment with the literature reviewed.

Miles and Huberman (1994) suggested that to help with external validity – or
transferability – thick data is to be used. Thick data refers to density of data where rich
details and plentiful details are provided to explain the phenomenon and the context.
This was shown in the interviews where the spoken text was transcribed, however,
further notes were added after the completion of the interview that clarified the
participant’s perceived attitude and level of comfort within the interview situation (see
Table 3.11). Similarly, with the observations, both descriptive and reflective
observations were recorded which contribute to the richness of data.
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Table 3.11
External validity across the qualitative instruments
Evidence of external validity
Parent Questionnaire

•

The parent questionnaires showed that the
findings could be generalised across other cases.
This was in part because of the easy to read and
complete format.

Interviews

•

The findings of the interviews contained themes
that were across the reviewed literature

•

In addition, the findings of the interviews also
correlated with the other cases studies within this
research

Observations

•

Conducting observations over 3 different classes
for each of the case study participants confirmed
that the findings could be generalised across
classes and with other case studies.

Combination of all

•

qualitative instruments

As the parent questionnaire, interviews and
observations were written as a standard form, it
was possible to use the same forms to ensure
validity across each of the case studies.

3.4.4 Reliability or confirmability
Reliability, or confirmability, is defined as the extent which other researchers would
arrive at similar results with the same participants (Gall et al., 2007). This was evident
through the combination of administrative techniques that ensured replicability. The
first was the establishment of an operations manual that included the contact details of
key personnel, copies of the ethics applications, and copies of each type of letter sent to
participants. This manual was in hard copy and aimed to address every aspect of the
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research in a practical manner.

The second technique used was the establishment of an extensive electronic database.
This database included the names and email address of people or organisations initially
contacted for the research. On this same database page, it was noted if there was a
response from the potential participant and if there was an initial follow up response
from the researcher. The next page of the database listed the individual people who
responded with expression of interest forms. The data collected from this included name
of parent and child, primary or secondary school, phone and email contact details, if an
expression of interest form was signed, the location of the potential participant, if an
initial meeting was scheduled to further determine if they fit the criteria, and a column
was dedicated to the outcome – whether the participant was included in the study or if
they were deemed unsuitable according to the criteria and were sent an appropriate
letter informing them of the details.

Other pages of the database included students confirmed as participating – along with
their contact details, evidence of giftedness, underachievement, and reversal of
underachievement – and a page dedicated to signalling whether the interim or final
reports had been sent to the relevant authorities (HREC, SERAP, Catholic ethics, and to
interested individuals).

Finally, the database had an audit trail which individually listed any questions or queries
and outlined the results of these. See Table 3.12 for an example from the audit trail.
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Table 3.12
Audit trail example
Date

Issue

Details

Decision

Reason

Unable to visit

Observe based on

Each case is

classroom

some schools (i.e.

work samples that

different. Still

observations

School unwilling,

illustrate giftedness,

ensure that

or student

UA, RUA. Students

rich data is

unwilling).

discuss their

collected.

29/4/2019 Adjust

viewpoint and
reasons why it shows
this (e.g. motivation,
flexible curriculum)

3.5 Summary
The dual-phase method allowed for data collection from a broad range of sources. Phase
one of the research informed phase two and this aligned with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979)
Ecological Systems Theory where the individual – in this case, the student – is impacted
by the microsystem of their teachers, and the exosystem of the wider school system and
teaching philosophies and practices. It was deemed important to include the exosystem
within this study as it affects student learning at the micro level. Validity and reliability
were accounted for by acknowledging their importance in the research and through
multiple methods in the data collection. Ethics were underpinned by person-oriented
research ethics (Cascio & Racine, 2018) which supported student voice and the lens of
lived experience.

The next chapter will discuss the findings of the phase one case studies, focusing on the
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response to the research questions regarding giftedness, underachievement and the
reversal and prevention of underachievement with an emphasis on the perspective of
lived experience from the case study participants.
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Chapter 4: Phase One Findings
The purpose of chapter four was to document the findings of the case studies. Each case
study participant was given their own section so that the individual experiences were
highlighted before a combined discussion in chapter five. The significance of this
chapter is that the focus is on lived experience.

The following section will outline the profiles and details of each of the six case study
participants. Each participant was selected through inclusion criteria that required
evidence of giftedness (Gagné, 2010), evidence of academic underachievement, and an
optional criterion of the reversal of underachievement. The researcher acknowledged
that underachievement and the reversal of underachievement is a continuum that
students may journey through. Chapter three provided additional details regarding the
criteria for selection and the process by which case study participants were recruited.

Case study participants were asked to choose their own pseudonyms. The pseudonyms
are Andromeda, Bella, Matt, Ozzie, Unknown Guy, and Kdog. Allowing participants to
choose their own pseudonym builds rapport between researcher and participants. During
the data collection parents were involved in sharing information and were present
during the interviews with their child. The themes from the findings were related to
research questions (RQ) one and two, which explored the factors contributing to gifted
underachievement (RQ1) and the factors that reverse gifted underachievement (RQ2).

The findings from the case studies were based on a series of interviews, a questionnaire,
classroom observations, and document collection (see Table 4.1). Classroom
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observation was not possible for Andromeda and Matt as permission was not granted by
the schools to access the learning environment. Unknown Guy was not observed in the
classroom as this would have triggered a strong anxiety response due to pre-existing
trauma. As an alternative to the classroom observation, Andromeda, Matt and Unknown
Guy provided work samples that they thought showed evidence of their giftedness,
underachievement, and the reversal of underachievement. These work samples were
viewed and discussed by the participant and researcher together. The remaining
participants – Bella, Ozzie and Kdog – were observed in the classroom by the
researcher over three lessons. Bella’s classroom observation occurred across the middle
of the day and a library lesson, a technology lesson, and a learning support lesson were
observed. Ozzie’s classroom observation was over a morning and included a
mathematics lesson, and an extended art lesson. Kdog’s classroom observation was
across the middle of the day and included a geography lesson, mathematics and a sport
lesson. The observations were dependent on the time available in the classroom and the
assigned subjects within that time frame. A discussion also took place with the
classroom teacher. Table 4.1 shows the type of data collected from each case study
participant.

Table 4.1
Types of data collected in case studies
Case study participant

Data type

Andromeda

School reports
IQ assessment
Psychologist reports
Teacher-parent correspondence
Samples of school work
Interviews (parent and student)
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Questionnaire (parent)
Bella

School reports
IQ assessment
Psychologist reports
Interviews (parent and student)
Questionnaire (parent)
Classroom observation

Matt

School reports
IQ assessment
Samples of school work
Interviews (parent and student)
Questionnaire (parent)

Ozzie

School reports
Teacher-parent correspondence
Samples of school work
Interviews (parent and student)
Questionnaire (parent)
Classroom observation

Unknown Guy

School reports
IQ assessment
Psychologist reports
Teacher-parent correspondence
Samples of school work
Interviews (parent and student)
Questionnaire (parent)

Kdog

School reports
Teacher-parent correspondence
Interviews (parent and student)
Questionnaire (parent)
Classroom observation

It may be noted that within chapter four that some participants had less information in
their reflections. This was partly due to the nature of the child, for example, Bella was
108

described as “reserved,” Matt was quite shy interacting through Zoom, and Ozzie,
whilst verbally strong, was more focussed on action than reflection.

The following section profiles each of the case study participants and discusses their
lived experience.
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4.1 Andromeda’s lived experience
Andromeda, an 18 year old male, showed high levels of giftedness (99.6th percentile of
cognitive ability using the Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale – SB5), and twice
exceptionality. Table 4.2 provides a summary of Andromeda’s details.

Table 4.2
Summary profile for Andromeda
Code name: Andromeda
Age: 18
Gender: Male
Year at school: Bridging course to university (HSC equivalent)
Cognitive assessment:
Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale: Fifth Edition (SB5) – Gifted Composite Score of
99.6th percentile.
Interests and hobbies:
Reading, mythology, role-play games such as Dungeons and Dragons, watching
documentaries, doing jigsaw puzzles, building Lego, and writing stories online.
Areas of strength:
Within the cognitive assessment report, Andromeda performed highly in all areas with
visual-spatial processing a key strength (performing better than 99.9% of age peers).
Visual-spatial processing refers to the ability to see patterns and spatial orientations.
Quote: After medication:
“I mean, nowadays it’s, I’m still trying my hardest because I’m determined to try and
succeed in it but it’s not like I have to, I don’t want to say it’s not like I have to try as
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hard, but it’s not like I’m trying to force myself into something that I can’t do
anymore.” (Andromeda)

At the time of the research, Andromeda was 18 years old and was enrolled in a bridging
course that allowed him entry to university upon completion. When speaking with
Andromeda, it was evident that he thought deeply about things, was articulate, and had
a gentle and modest nature. Andromeda had attended primary school and secondary
school on campus, had engaged in home schooling during years eight to ten, and was
currently in a learning environment that suited his learning style and learning capacity.

The following section provides background information about Andromeda and will lead
to the themes arising from the data collected during interviews, document collection,
and observation. Andromeda’s mother, Nella, explained that “we only started to breathe
again when he finished secondary school.” Nella’s relief signified the immense
challenges that Andromeda and his family faced in his schooling journey.

4.1.1 Primary school
Andromeda’s mother Nella said that at nine months of age Andromeda already had a
vocabulary of 20-30 words and his parents recognised that he was “bright” but did not
realise that he was gifted when he entered primary school. In his early years at school
Andromeda was described as enthusiastic and he loved contributing to class discussions.
By year two, his complex thinking and the need to have rules for play made him a target
for bullying. The teacher advised Nella that Andromeda needed to let the kids play
without rules and that he needed to toughen up. This was in response to Andromeda’s
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reaction to bullying by his peers which hurt him deeply. The effects of the bullying
contributed to depression in addition to the combination of social issues and boredom in
class. By the third term of that year Andromeda’s mother and father moved him to a
new school.

Nella revealed that in year three Andromeda had a reasonable year but struggled with
making friends. It was in this year that the school entered him and other students in an
international science competition (ICAS) and in this competition he received a High
Distinction. Looking back years later, Nella recognised that this was a turning point for
them as they realised his capabilities. She said, “Had he not done ICAS I think we
would not have been alerted to the fact that he actually was quite bright.” The multiplechoice format that the ICAS tests were conducted in worked well for Andromeda as he
did not have to spend large amounts of time writing.

In year four, Andromeda struggled to focus at school but he did make a friend who still
remains a friend today. In all of this time, teaching staff had made no mention of
giftedness, but the year four teacher mentioned the possibility of autism. Year five at
Andromeda’s school offered an academic extension class that Andromeda was eligible
for, however, Nella decided not to place him in that class as it was known for the fast
pace and high workload. By this time, it was evident that Andromeda was finding it
difficult to complete homework and assignments in the regular class. Nella kept notes of
Andromeda’s characteristics when he was in year five and these characteristics included
being slow to complete basic tasks, having very little concept of time, not liking being
away from home and becoming “very upset and inconsolable.” Andromeda was also
known for overcomplicating activities and games with rules, being inflexible with
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specific ideas, and having trouble relaxing and getting to sleep at night.

The regular year five class had a structure that Andromeda enjoyed, yet he was bored
and unchallenged, and he said that he wanted to be in the extension class the following
year. It was also in year five that Nella and Andromeda’s teacher both attended a
seminar about giftedness. As the traits were being explained, both Nella and
Andromeda’s teacher recognised the same traits in Andromeda. Nella questioned the
teacher as to whether they should have Andromeda assessed for giftedness.

That year, through cognitive testing, it was shown that Andromeda tested at the 99.6th
percentile of cognitive ability. Nella was surprised at the IQ score and the discrepancy
between Andromeda’s output and his potential. This discrepancy was significant and it
raised questions for his parents. Nella said, “If he’s so gifted then why this and why
that?” Based on the results of the cognitive testing, Andromeda was placed in the gifted
class for year six. The year six class was largely unstructured in its format to allow for
in-depth exploration of topics which is often how gifted students learn best (Davis &
Rimm, 2004; Vialle & Rogers, 2013). This unstructured type of learning did not suit
Andromeda’s learning preference and Nella said that at times it may have been
overwhelming for him. This combined with his peers’ intolerance of his quirky
characteristics and his verbal sharing of facts meant that he was often socially isolated.

4.1.2 Secondary school
Although Andromeda attended the same school for year seven as he did for the primary
years, there was a lack of communication between the primary and the secondary
school. Nella observed that:
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You basically go in and you start from scratch. Bang, everybody on the same
level, apart from the fact that your results put you in the class that you’re
supposed to be in…so where you were before is totally written off.

The provisions and understanding that were in place in primary school for Andromeda
were not provided to the high school, and additionally the study load was increased. The
difficulty in concentrating, and the pressure to keep up and stay on task intensified and
the workload grew and Andromeda’s mental health began to suffer. Nella said that
Andromeda tried really hard in the first half of year seven, to meet everybody’s
expectations, trying to meet his own academic standards but he came undone. She said,
“there was too much happening. And too many subjects, and you know, too much
change and a lot of extra-curricular as well.” Andromeda’s family cut back on the extracurricular activities for him but it was “too little too late really.”

Due to Andromeda’s deteriorating mental health he underwent more testing and
according to a neuropsychologist report, Andromeda’s “deterioration in mood occurred
in the context of bullying at school as well as an increase in Nella’s work commitments.
An increase in Nella’s work led to greater demands on Andromeda to be independent
which he had difficulties meeting.”

Year seven was a pressured time for Andromeda as he had an increased school work
load, circumstances had changed at home, and the bullying at school was weighing
heavily on him to the point where he was considering self-harm. In November of year
seven, Andromeda was diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (which will be
addressed as autism within this chapter: see Clarke, 2016) and was experiencing anxiety
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and depression. To combat the anxiety and depression, Andromeda was seeing a
psychologist to help manage his mental health.

By year eight, Andromeda’s school grades had dropped significantly, although he was
still seeing doctors and psychologists. Additional tests confirmed the autism diagnosis
and added the diagnosis of ADHD inattentive type due to Andromeda’s difficulty with
planning, organisation and self-monitoring. It was also noted that Andromeda’s
cognitive processing speed was below his other areas of strength and this caused
significant emotional difficulties for him. It was around this time that Nella also began
seeing a psychologist to help her support Andromeda.

By the end of semester one in year eight, Andromeda was withdrawn from school as the
depression had become debilitating. He started on medication to help with ADHD and
home schooling was used to facilitate learning and relaxation. Andromeda needed to
have regular break times to help him unwind and he was “struggling with the ADHD
and there would be days where he couldn’t work” but Nella learned from the
paediatrician that Andromeda needed to be able to find ways of “chilling out.” For
Andromeda chilling out meant time on the computer. Mental health was a focus of their
home schooling program and they also engaged in social activities with other home
schooling families where they would go to Shakespeare theatre performances or meet
socially and go on group excursions. In addition, Nella engaged a teacher three days a
week to teach Andromeda the core subjects of maths, science, history and English. The
home school teacher had a “quirky” teaching style which was delightful for Andromeda
and they had the flexibility to learn at a pace that suited Andromeda’s learning needs.
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Andromeda said, “I think that home schooling is not a permanent solution but it’s
definitely a help. It was a massive help for me.” Being able to learn in the style that he
learnt best meant that he did not have to suffer the drill of repetition that he had been
subjected to in the classroom. Andromeda said that repetition does not work for him and
only creates annoyance, “but with home schooling you can look at everything in your
own time, you can learn it your own way, you can make sure you understand everything
before you move on.” This style suited Andromeda well.

By the end of year ten, after being home schooled for two and a half years, Andromeda
decided he wanted to go back to school to do the HSC as he was interested in attending
university. He and his family chose a nearby school that had a special unit for students
with autism. Although the unit was at capacity, the school allowed him to use the space
within the autism unit to have time out and to regroup after classes. This helped him to
have a break from the noise and the distraction that was present in mainstream
classrooms. Nella said that after the provision of space within the autism unit ceased,
Andromeda was able to use the library for the same purpose and his schedule was
adjusted so that he only had to attend school for his classes. This eliminated a lot of the
stress associated with a noisy school environment and the demands of school carnivals
and non-curricular activities.

Andromeda’s HSC results for Mathematics and Physics at the end of year 11 were good
but they did not reflect his potential. Andromeda said that it was “annoying” to him that
his interest in the subject was not reflected in his results and there were “just so many
things that just kept knocking me back down.” The HSC process and the “hoops”
Andromeda had to go through with NESA (the governing body regarding HSC exams)
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to even get a small adjustment to the way he sat the exams, was difficult and frustrating.
Because of his ADHD and autism, Andromeda was eligible for extra time to undertake
the exam. However, he said about timed exams that, “I found to be one of the biggest
banes of my existence” as the time restraints showed him that despite differing
disabilities amongst students, the adjustments did not take into account the particular
needs of the individual student. With the HSC exams, he was given five minutes per
half hour and even with this adjustment he only managed to complete two thirds of the
questions in the exam. This, in conjunction with the length of the exam and the fact that
the effect of the medication wears off over time and effort, meant that the adjustments
were not sufficient for his needs.

The HSC structure changed at the end of year 11 and Andromeda’s paediatrician
recognised that following the new, less flexible, HSC path would be detrimental to
Andromeda’s wellbeing and would negate the progress that he had made whilst home
schooling. The family decided to transition to a university pathways program (College)
and Andromeda was supported by his family and the College in his decision to do one
subject at a time rather than a full-time load. The College had a support team that made
adjustments in-class and out-of-class for Andromeda and he thrived in this environment
of combined support and academic challenge.

Andromeda said that the way the College teachers taught was so logical and not
tangential. His results showed that learning at an adjusted pace, in small groups, with
people who were eager to learn, and with teachers who explained the information
clearly and logically, fit his learning needs and as a result he averaged a high distinction
in his classes. Nella explained that at College “the kids look up to him as the smart kid.”
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By the end of the research Andromeda had completed all of the subjects required for the
university pathways program and had been accepted to university to study a Bachelor of
Science majoring in physics.

4.1.3 Andromeda’s reflections on his lived experience
In his first interview Andromeda talked about the changes that had occurred throughout
his schooling. This included his early years in primary school when he had friends that
he would play with, to the social exclusion from his peers where “during years three,
four, well most of four, the latter half of year five and for most of year six I didn’t
exactly really have any friends at school anyway.” Andromeda was eager to learn at
school, but his struggles in early high school meant that his work and subsequent results
were “kind of average.”

Andromeda said, “I struggled a lot with English” and “we were forced to read books
and recount things that the author didn’t even mean to imply in the first place.” His
frustration with the formulaic method of teaching English was evident, especially when
he was talking about the creative writing component in English. He said in the creative
writing exam they were told what they had to write about and “that is not creative
writing at all.”

The frustration with a set process was in direct contrast to his current creative writing
process which is self-directed. Andromeda said:
the only problem is that I’ve got so many different ideas on how to put things
because now I’m on my medication and everything’s starting to get lined up for
me, there’s just so many ideas and I have so many thoughts on what to do that I
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don’t know what to put in anymore.
Andromeda, as an older student, found online writing groups, and connections with
others who had the same interests, was a strong motivator for momentum in his writing.
Andromeda’s reversal of underachievement in English (contrasting secondary school to
College) was in part due to:
learning over time to adapt and develop my own kind of style of writing,
reflecting on some of the old skills and techniques and lessons that I’ve learnt,
but then repurposing them, building on them, recalibrating them and then putting
them back into my styles of writing.

Andromeda’s view of his school progress, particularly in years seven and eight, was
explained by his experience of a lack of focus and concentration. This was before he
started taking medication to help with these symptoms. Without the medication,
“despite the teachers telling me that I can do a lot more, and even though I think I was
trying my hardest I still wasn’t able to get anywhere.” This caused considerable distress
for Andromeda.

One of the issues at school was to do with handwriting and the time allowed to finish
the tasks. Andromeda said:
I never really for most of my time in school was able to complete everything…I
remember in year seven and eight science the teacher would write up all of this
stuff on the whiteboard that we had to copy down into our books and we weren’t
just able to take a photo of it or something like that. We had to write it out by
hand.
Writing by hand was slow and painful. This meant that Andromeda was not able to
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finish his written work during class time and he would stay up late at night trying to
complete the work in addition to the homework that had been given. With six classes a
day and the corresponding homework, both Andromeda and Nella agreed that the
experience was overwhelming. Andromeda was determined to succeed in the
challenging school environment and he said, “I was determined to try and do my best
and to try and live up to the expectations of the others around me but it never got me
anywhere” but that’s when “everything started falling apart.”

Additionally, when class topics went off track or did not relate to what the class was
supposed to be learning, this caused frustration and interfered with Andromeda’s ability
to learn. An example of this was with the HSC physics class where they were expected
to know about 50 scientists and memorise a number of facts about them. Andromeda
said:
It’s not like it really matters anyway. If you’re going to be studying in a field
where one of them is important then you learn about them, sure…but if you’re
just going to be doing it in general and you don’t even need to know about them,
what’s the point?
This lack of logic did not sit comfortably with Andromeda.

At College, Andromeda’s reversal of underachievement was partially attributed to the
environment of the College. He said:
It’s not just the medication that’s been helping me as well, it’s also definitely
been the environment [of College]. With school you’ve got so many students in
a class, like you’ve got 30 students in a class every lesson. You’ve got to go
from one lesson to another six times, six lessons a day…it’s just very difficult to
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keep track and focus and concentrate through all of that. But then with College
you’ve got classes that are a bit longer but they’re taught in a much more
understandable way. You’ve got, the teachers are very supportive, you’ve got
other students there for you. The staff can definitely understand the position of
whatever you’re going through. It’s definitely been a much better experience.
The teachers at College were a positive influence on Andromeda’s motivation to learn.
In particular, his English teacher was very influential because he was “relatable” and he
“interacts.” Additionally, the English teacher had a sense of humour and “he can make a
joke out of nearly anything, and of course, he has these little quirks which show up from
time to time.” These teacher traits equated to student learning success for Andromeda.

Andromeda’s reversal of underachievement was more than just an improvement in
school grades and it incorporated “improvement in how I work.” The improvement in
the learning process held the most meaning for Andromeda. Andromeda’s advice for
teachers was that the individual nature of the student must be recognised and teaching
methods adapted accordingly, and also “just because it looks like [the student’s] doing
okay it doesn’t mean they’re actually doing okay.”

Nella’s advice was that:
the education system really does need to take a look at itself … Not everybody is
ready to learn at a certain age. We all are different and I think the differences are
the issues, whether you’ve got learning difficulties or whether you’re gifted or
even in the middle…if they don’t have any flexibility then they can’t capture
those that don’t fit the mould.
Also, when trying to integrate gifted and twice exceptional students into the school
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social environment Nella recommended that the mainstream students be taught about
acceptance and understanding. Andromeda agreed, and said that “just telling the gifted
students to go out there and make friends and socialise, that’s driving the wedge in even
more.”

4.1.4 Identification of underachievement
The data collected, demonstrating evidence of giftedness, included the ICAS result from
year three onwards in mathematics and science, cognitive assessment (99.6th percentile
for cognitive ability), and his year six school report where the teacher wrote that “he is
an intelligent and highly capable student with a fun sense of humour.” In addition,
Nella’s comments about him being “bright” were evidence as parent nomination.

Generally, Andromeda’s school reports did not reflect his ability, except when he was at
College where specific adjustments were made to help with his learning. At College the
learning environment was better suited to his needs with small classes, explicit teaching,
and peers who were eager to learn.

Andromeda’s giftedness was not recognised until cognitive assessment occurred when
he was in year five and learning disabilities were not diagnosed until Andromeda was in
year seven. The learning disabilities included Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and anxiety. An Individual Education
Plan (IEP) was created by his school in year eight to help Andromeda manage twiceexceptionality. The areas focused on were “organisation of ideas, planning and time
management, handing in tasks on time.”
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Emotional issues were another area of difficulty for Andromeda. A neuropsychologist’s
report attributed emotional issues to the discrepancy between Andromeda’s cognitive
processing speed and his high level of intelligence. Andromeda and Nella also attributed
these issues to bullying and social isolation at school.

As early as year two at school, Andromeda was bored in class, and combined with
bullying by peers, “he became depressed” (parent communication). Boredom continued
to be a theme throughout his schooling which affected his academic achievement.
Underachievement for Andromeda was a complex issue because of undiagnosed
learning disabilities and a loss of confidence in his abilities. In a counselling session
aimed to help him deal with his thinking processes in regard to school work, he wrote
how a bad grade could send his thinking into a negative spiral. The negative thinking
started with the bad grade, led to loss of confidence, loss of enjoyment in leisure
activities, which then led to boredom and culminated in anxiety and “rage fits.”

Completing school work was a challenge for Andromeda as he struggled with
handwriting due to the physical pain he experienced when writing. The cognitive load
as well as the quantity of school work was another challenge. In an email, Nella wrote
that in year five she recognised that it “was becoming more difficult for him to complete
homework and assignments at home.” School work also had to have purpose or real life
application for Andromeda as evidenced in his frustration with the English curriculum.
Nella explained that “he needed a purpose or couldn’t see the point in completing
things.”
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4.1.5 Reversal of underachievement
An IEP was put in place in year eight with an emphasis on learning strategies such as
mind mapping. Learning support staff and psychologists supported Andromeda in year
eight at school but “his depression was too far along” (Nella). On the paediatrician’s
recommendation, Andromeda was withdrawn from school and was home schooled for
the next two and a half years. At the commencement of home schooling, Nella “used
this time to let him recover without any expectations or stress.” This approach is also
known as unschooling and is recommended by home schooling sources for families
beginning to home school after attending regular school (English, 2013; Sati, 2018).

During this time, Andromeda was seeing a psychologist to help with his wellbeing, and
rest times were factored into the home school day. Tailoring the education to “include
his interests and a decreased work load” meant that Andromeda was able to work to his
potential.

An important step in helping Andromeda reverse underachievement was for him to
understand his differences. Nella explained that “it just meant that he thought differently
so therefore we needed a different pathway that would benefit the way that he thought.”
Both Andromeda and Nella were adamant that school should not be done in a “cookie
cutter” fashion but with emphasis on the individuality of the student. Nella said that the
online programs that were used in the home schooling years, such as the computer
coding programs, “were very successful and it gave him confidence” and helped
Andromeda decide to go back to school in year 11.

The evidence for reversal of underachievement came about when Andromeda attended
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College. In this environment where “maturity and school fit” and being with likeminded peers, combined with a motivation to attend university, empowered him to
reverse the underachievement. The environment was key to the reversal as was having
others there who wanted to learn. Learning in his preferred style – such as having time
to adapt and develop ideas – combined with freedom in his schedule to have “time to
think” ensured that Andromeda grew confident in his ability.

4.1.6 Summary
Andromeda had endured difficult circumstances throughout his schooling but his
resilience, his parents’ advocacy and support, and the actualisation of an appropriate
learning environment led Andromeda to reverse academic underachievement.

125

4.2 Matt’s lived experience
Matt, at the time of the study, was in year three at school and had been subjectaccelerated in mathematics. Toward the end of the research, he was also accelerated in
literacy. The decision to accelerate Matt in mathematics was established in kindergarten
by the school because of his high achievement in this area and his enjoyment in
mathematics. The decision to accelerate Matt in literacy in 2019 was due to parent
discussions with the school. Matt’s data showed high levels of giftedness (99.9th
percentile of cognitive ability). Table 4.3 provides a summary of Matt’s details.

Table 4.3
Summary profile for Matt
Code name: Matt
Age: 8
Gender: Male
Year at school: 3
Cognitive assessment:
Stanford-Binet Intelligence Scale: Fifth Edition (SB5) – 99.9th percentile of cognitive
ability.
Interests and hobbies:
Pokémon, video games, Lego, sport and cricket, maths, reading books, dogs, dominos,
Beyblades, friends, music, cooking, sleeping.
Areas of strength:
Mathematics is a particular area of interest, however cognitive testing showed consistent
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strengths across all of the test areas (Fluid Reasoning, Knowledge, Quantitative
Reasoning, Visual-Spatial Processing, Working Memory).
Quote: “I think differentiation is the key” (Matt’s mother)

Matt, although quiet in his first interview, was an engaging boy who was eager to
answer questions and tell the researcher about himself. He was willing to share his
interest in books, particularly when he had advanced to the year five literacy class
which meant he could read longer books. He also liked to talk about his dog and his
sport classes.

Matt’s parents knew that at an early age Matt was gifted. He had memorised car badges
at age two and at age three was very interested in numbers and knew the times tables
and other mathematical concepts. By the time he was in kindergarten he had a
fascination with currency exchange. Matt would ask complex questions that would
require his parents to think deeply about the answer before responding because a “fly-by
comment” would not suffice. Matt’s parents tried to “engage the interests as they come
up” through conversation. Matt’s mother, Alyse, said that his father was like this as a
child too, so they had an awareness of giftedness because of his father’s lived
experience.

At the time of research, Matt was eight years old and in year three at school. Because of
his ability and cognitive test scores, the school had allowed him to accelerate three years
in mathematics which at the time of the research meant that he was in the year six
extension mathematics class. As mathematics was a passion for Matt, this was a good
fit. Matt explained his love of maths and that “ever since I was two, I just wanted to
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know what Mum was actually doing and I realised what she was doing and started
learning that.” However, until the end of the research period, there were no appropriate
adjustments to the curriculum in any of the other key learning areas and Matt was
performing at an average level in these classes. Contrasting this with his potential,
meant that he was significantly underachieving. Toward the end of the research, Matt
had been extended to the year five literacy class where the tasks “aren’t really as
boring” for Matt as there were more interesting concepts to explore and less repetition
of known concepts.

Matt’s underachievement was frustrating for him, and Alyse was looking at different
schools for options regarding an appropriate curriculum to match his ability. Alyse was
also looking for occupational therapists for self-regulation strategies, and further testing
to determine any areas of weakness that required support. As Matt’s parents were
unsure if the underachievement was due to a curriculum that lacked challenge or due to
underlying self-regulation issues, it was not clear what help he needed and what to
advocate for within the school system.

At the time of the final interview, Matt and Alyse explained what would happen with
mathematics in the following year (in year four) as he was already doing year six
enrichment mathematics in year three. Alyse said, “the thoughts that they’ve given us
early this year are that next year he will still go out with the year six for mathematics”
but instead of his current year six enrichment mathematics class, it would be the year six
extension class where students were able to take on high school maths work but “it is
self-guided because [the teachers] can’t actually teach the curriculum.” Whether selfguided learning suits Matt with his self-regulation issues, is yet to be seen.
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4.2.1 Matt’s reflections on his lived experience
In his interviews, Matt spoke about his dog, his sporting activities and school work.
Although academically underachieving he had realised that he was good at mathematics
and independent learning projects because “I just realised in my reports that I’m being a
lot better…like I get higher marks in it.” Matt said that it was important to him to do
well “when I’m in assessment, like NAPLAN.”

4.2.2 Identification of underachievement
Matt’s parents recognised that he was gifted when he was around three years old as he
had an excellent memory, and could understand mathematical concepts such as
multiplication, subtraction, and addition. By the age of three he could read books and
Alyse said, “he didn’t think like little kids.”

The Stanford-Binet V cognitive assessment (SB5) was administered when Matt was at
the end of kindergarten and his scores were consistently high across the range which the
assessor “thought was quite interesting because she said often there will be
variances…so she said he’s a very gifted child to have that kind of result.” Alyse said
that the psychologist who conducted the cognitive assessment said,
he either needs full differentiation which is very difficult to achieve in the
classroom, or be multi, multi grade accelerated. So she was talking then, saying
look you probably want three years acceleration.
This level of acceleration was daunting to Matt’s parents and they opted for as much
differentiation as was available.
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Although there had been a lack of academic provision for Matt throughout his
schooling, except for the acceleration in mathematics, there had been recent attempts at
engaging him in his work. For example, Matt was engaged in a unit of inquiry where he
was making a topographic map of Manila. On the day of his second interview, Matt was
excused from class so that he could help the principal with the budgets for the school
musical where Matt said, “I did most of the maths.” During the year of the research,
Matt had been able to participate in ICAS competitions and a maths Olympiad. These
enrichment activities were a positive step in adjusting the curriculum, however, Matt’s
cognitive ability transcended this work.

Matt’s parents knew that he was underachieving at school “in the sense that he’s
incredibly capable…in terms of intelligence scale.” In class, in subjects where he has
not been given appropriate curriculum – that is, he was kept with his age-peers – the
work that he submitted was either average or below average in content and quality.
Alyse said that Matt’s school said they would like to accelerate him in other subjects
“but because he’s not producing the work they’re finding they don’t want to accelerate
him any further in other areas or they can’t give him a task and know that he’ll complete
it.” The school was looking for performance, not potential.

The lack of self-regulation (being able to organise himself) was evident from
Kindergarten and Alyse saw that there was no differentiation of the curriculum other
than mathematics, from the beginning of his schooling. Alyse noted that because of the
lack of differentiation and potential lack of organisational skills, a disengagement of
learning occurred. This underachievement affected Matt’s confidence.
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When asked about situations where he may not perform to his ability, Matt said that it
was hard to “remember my stuff…like organise my stuff” and that not being able to
remember or organise left him “quite annoyed at [him]self and frustrated.” However,
when asked why he may not remember to be organised, he said that it was “because I’m
more concentrated on learning.” This theme was not evident in the literature and it
provided a new angle on causes of poor self-regulation – where the student may be so
immersed in their learning that other things are disregarded. In this manner, poor selfregulation should be seen as a strength rather than a deficit.

Matt was able to articulate the reasons that he thought his work may be showing his
potential or not. For example, in the observation of work samples, Matt said that his
homework story task “wasn’t that good of a story. It was a bit random,” however he was
able to articulate the story graph that he had been taught in class. Because the story in
this example was a homework task, time was limited, which meant that he did not have
the opportunity to fully develop the story.

4.2.3 Reversal of underachievement
Overall, Matt did not show consistent evidence of a reversal of underachievement at the
time of the research. When asked what Matt had done to reverse underachievement his
mother said, “I don’t necessarily think he has taken any steps, to be honest” and the
school was unwilling to provide advanced curriculum as Matt was not producing
results. Matt’s parents felt frustrated “because we don’t know how to help him.” When
asked if there was something in particular that helped him to do his best at school Matt
said “Mum and Dad really helped me with that. With my teachers…like they keep
reminding me and pushing me.” He said that he felt happy about that kind of support.
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Perhaps due to his age, Matt did not seem to realise that he was underachieving in his
academic work. Toward the end of the research Matt was allowed to accelerate to the
year five literacy class (instead of the year three literacy class) and the relief was
evident in his voice when he spoke about not having to cover the same comprehension
activities where “we always talk about them like 10,000 times.” In the year five literacy
class the content was harder for him and more enjoyable where “we’re not talking about
boring things like climax, tension. They’re more talking about things like theme
[and]…what things were the characters advised to do, who advised them, how did they
advise them and what was the results.” In this class, Matt mentioned that he might need
an extra five or ten minutes to do the work compared to the year five students but it was
something that was a better fit for him. At the time of research, it was too early to
determine if the class acceleration had caused a reversal in academic underachievement,
but the fact that he was enjoying the challenge of the class showed that he was working
closer to his level of ability.

4.2.4 Summary
Matt, at eight years old, was a gifted student with self-regulation difficulties. His ability
was far beyond his academic output which was causing frustration and concern for
Matt, his parents and his teachers.
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4.3 Bella’s lived experience
Bella, 11 years old at the time of the research, was shown to be in the gifted range of
cognitive ability and also had learning disabilities. Table 4.4 provides a summary of her
abilities and interests.

Table 4.4
Summary profile for Bella
Name: Bella
Age: 11
Gender: Female
Year at school: 6
Cognitive assessment:
WISC-V: 90th percentile of ability
Interests and hobbies:
Art, coding, netball, basketball, YouTube
Areas of strength:
Fluid Reasoning was reported to be the greatest area of strength (97th percentile)
Twice exceptionalities:
Dyslexia
ADHD predominantly inattentive type
Quote:
“If I could, I’d re-learn every lesson just so I could be a little bit better.”
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Bella’s mother Rachel described Bella as shy and reserved. Rachel said:
she keeps a lot to herself…you only get little glimpses into what’s inside of her
head every now and again…I think part of it was a bit of lack of self-esteem and
believing in herself.
Whether it was the use of technology for the interviews, or that she felt comfortable
with the researcher, Bella was easy to talk with and she shared information without
reserve. Bella spoke about her role in her netball team and about other activities that she
enjoyed such as the school excursion that happened on the day of the first interview.

At the time of the research Bella was 11 years old and in year six at school. In the year
prior to the research, Bella had undertaken cognitive testing which demonstrated that
she was in the gifted range of intelligence. This testing occurred because she was
experiencing learning difficulties at school, particularly in the area of literacy. Earlier in
her schooling she had received a diagnosis of dyslexia, but the testing in year five also
confirmed ADHD inattentive type. Up until year five, Bella had viewed her education
and sense of self through her difficulties with learning and this had negatively affected
her confidence. The recognition of giftedness had brought a boost in her confidence but
there was still much to do to overcome the negative mindset brought on by years of
undiagnosed learning difficulties.

4.3.1 Bella’s reflections on her lived experience
In her interviews, Bella spoke about what she liked to do at home – art and watch videos
– and how she felt about school. Bella said she likes art and mathematics the best
“because they go fast and they’re not in the one room.” She liked to move around so
that she did not get bored. Bella admitted that she got bored easily, particularly in
134

English and with spelling “because I’m really bad at it and I don’t really care.”
Although Bella said that she did not care, she was highly aware that her learning
difficulties meant that she was not at the same academic level as her peers. If given the
chance she would like to re-do her years at school so that she could perform better in
class.

4.3.2 Identification of underachievement
School reports did not reflect Bella’s abilities. Rachel concurred, saying, “I think her
reports don’t really show a great deal of talent.” However, Bella’s extracurricular
activities showed some of her strengths in art and coding and she won awards for her
work.

During the classroom observation, Bella’s class was introduced to 3D printing software.
This was the first time that the students had used this software and Bella described the
software as fun and “quite simple.” During the class time, Bella focused on her work
and was able to make several designs and help her classmates with their work. Bella’s
teacher commented that Bella had more confidence when she was good at something.
She said, “You just saw with computers and technology…she seems to be able to just
get it really quickly and then show other people how to do it.” Confidence in academic
ability translated to interpersonal confidence. Bella’s teacher said that when Bella was
working in her areas of strength, that “you can even hear her better. Her voice projects.”

Bella had received a diagnosis of dyslexia early in her schooling and received support at
school in the form of remedial reading programs such as the Fitzroy reading program,
Reading Recovery, MULTILIT, and Literacy Planet. A York assessment for reading
and comprehension indicated that Bella’s reading accuracy was in the 4th percentile for
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her age and the reading comprehension and reading rate were both below the 22nd
percentile for her age. Rachel acknowledged that Bella “hates reading.” Because the
classroom curriculum was built on reading and literacy, that placed Bella at a
disadvantage with her peers. Although Bella had support with remedial reading
programs, there were no programs with specific dyslexia support. Rachel said, “I’ve
spoken to her teacher last year or the year before about having the text converted to
speech and in the interviews it was yeah, yeah, yeah but I don’t think anything ever
comes of it.”

The struggle between giftedness and learning disabilities was reflected in Bella’s school
reports. Bella’s teacher said, “Her results definitely do not show any sort of what she
can do…I think her ADHD, she’s ADHD also and dyslexia, really stop that from
coming through as well. That doesn’t help along the way.” However, Bella’s teacher
was also aware that Bella was able to show her potential given the right working
conditions.

Academic underachievement was recognised by Bella’s parents in year five when there
was a “discrepancy between academic output and IQ results.” Contributors to the
underachievement were dyslexia, and a “lack of interest and motivation.” Bella
admitted that she got bored easily, particularly if there was a lack of interest in the
curriculum content, such as in literacy where she struggled with spelling. Boredom
produced a lack of engagement, leading to underachievement. When asked what she
would do when bored, Bella answered “if I can, I will go to the bathroom so I have
something that will keep me occupied but sometimes when [the teacher] says no, you
have to wait, I will just sit there.”
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Bella’s mother Rachel thought that underachievement was exacerbated by a deficit view
from the school. She said, “there is the mindset that she’s more of a struggling student
so I think there’s already perhaps some prejudice there.” The focus appeared to be more
about the learning deficits than learning strengths.

Bella’s self-regulation skills were not strong at the time of the research. Her mother said
“her organisational skills are bad and that’s why it’s a conversation I had with my
husband this morning about how she’s going to cope in high school next year in having
different teachers, different things due.” An example of underachievement at school was
given by Rachel who said Bella had a religion assessment that was:
due today and we just went through that this morning and I’m like, it was the
absolutely bare minimum that she could do. I’m like, you need to write more
than one word or one sentence responses to stuff, but that’s the answer.
Her mother’s frustration with Bella’s poor self-regulation was in part due to concern
about how Bella would cope academically in the long-term.

In an interview with Bella, she was asked what it had felt like when she was not
achieving in an area that she was good at. She spoke about mathematics in a previous
year where “I didn’t feel well for most of the term but my parents sent me to school
anyway…I was always going to the bathroom and stuff and I got really low grades on
maths.” Rachel commented that Bella had so many years of thinking that schoolwork
was too hard, that it was “a big challenge for us to overcome that mindset.”
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4.3.3 Reversal of underachievement
Bella’s mother said that “when Bella is interested in a subject she will do well and
succeed. When not interested, there is not so much effort.” While Bella’s school reports
did not show her true ability, some changes occurred since the cognitive testing and
recognition of giftedness in year five. For example, her parents realised that she was
capable of more than she showed and they raised their own expectations for her which
resulted in more completed work.

When the school became aware of Bella’s cognitive assessment, she was included in the
school’s coding program as it was an area of strength for her. Rachel said that the
coding program was for the gifted class, but:
I was appreciative of that…because it’s with other like-minded kids and it’s an
area that she’s interested in so she would want to do well to try to sort of boost
her up rather than just sort of be the, you know, you can’t ready, you can’t do
this, type of mentality.

Changing old mindsets was important for Bella to reverse underachievement. Bella
actively did this in subjects that she was interested in. She said, “I was determined to get
better especially at art…I was like, I will not listen to you grades.” The reversal of
underachievement in art was recognised by her teacher and was evident in her artistic
output. Her teacher said, “she’s really good with art. Very creative.” Bella’s positive
mindset toward her ability was key to reversing underachievement.

Having the opportunity to show her strengths in a strength-based manner meant that
Bella was able to demonstrate her ability. In a standardised science test, Bella’s teacher
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said that Bella “did really well. Almost to being the next level test.” This test was in
multiple choice format where there were concise sentences and a minimum of writing.
These results surprised her teacher, however, given the right context, Bella was able to
show her potential.

4.3.4 Summary
Bella’s recent awareness of her strengths contributed to the beginning of a reversal of
underachievement in areas that she was willing to work in. School support and higher
expectations from her parents contributed to the reversal in underachievement. Bella
will continue to need support with dyslexia and ADHD inattentive type so that this
improvement can continue.
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4.4 Case study findings - Ozzie
Ozzie was in year six at the time of the research. He had not had formal testing of
cognitive ability but he fit the gifted profile through teacher and parent nomination, and
participation in an enrichment program at a local university for high ability students. In
addition, he excelled in sports, and he was regularly selected for the finals in public
speaking and debating at his school. Table 4.5 provides a brief overview of Ozzie.

Table 4.5
Summary profile for Ozzie
Code name: Ozzie
Age: 11
Gender: Male
Year at school: 6
Cognitive assessment:
None conducted.
Interests and hobbies:
Playing soccer and baseball. Mathematics. Drawing and architecture. Playing PS4.
Areas of strength:
Public speaking and debating, mathematics and sport.
Quote: “I just don’t like sitting still.”

Interviews with Ozzie were face-to-face with the researcher and he asked engaging
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questions and gave direct answers. Ozzie spoke about school, which he generally did
not like, and sport, which he was passionate about. In a separate interview with Zara,
Ozzie’s mother, he was described as a resilient, politically fair, enthusiastic and
extremely sporty person. Zara noted that Ozzie struggled with making friends, although
she clarified that he did have a few friends. In the classroom observation, it could be
seen that Ozzie interacted well with his peers in group activities, but the researcher did
not have an opportunity to observe the playground activities. Zara’s concern was that
Ozzie’s friends were “all sporty but they always fight and they always get into trouble.”
These friends play together and then “fall out” but Zara hoped that when Ozzie was in
high school in the following year that he would have a broader range of friendships to
choose from.

4.4.1 Ozzie’s reflections on his lived experience
Ozzie was confident in talking about his likes and dislikes and one of his interests was
in architecture. He liked to draw “in a structured way” and part of his fascination with
architecture stemmed from his strong dislike of some architecture where the buildings
seem like they were “copy and paste, paste, paste.” When Ozzie was bored at school or
at home he used that time to draw.

Ozzie’s academic strengths were in mathematics where “most maths equations I do
better in my head than on paper because I can just picture it instead of write it down.”
He loved the challenge of learning new content but felt frustrated when held back by the
rest of the class.

4.4.2 Identification of underachievement
Ozzie’s parents were uncomfortable with using the term gifted with their child. Zara
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explained that because she and Annika were older parents, they thought that his
development was the norm. It was only over time, and with recognition from others,
that they were able to see Ozzie’s ability as giftedness. Thinking back, Zara noted that
Ozzie’s early milestones included early speech and sentence formation. She said, “it
must’ve been before he was one that he was forming sentences even though they
weren’t particularly clear.” Also, at the time of research, Ozzie was a finalist for the
school public speaking competition and he was part of a Toastmasters program through
the school which coached a select number of students in the art of public speaking.

Ozzie’s giftedness included his sporting abilities and he was active in playing baseball
and soccer at competitive levels. Most afternoons he was training for soccer or baseball,
and at one stage he was on two separate soccer teams. Evidence of Ozzie’s
mathematical abilities occurred when he was in year two where he was given the
mathematics award. Zara noted that Ozzie received this award even though there was a
very bright young student with strengths in mathematics who usually received that
award.

In the classroom observation session, Ozzie took on a leadership role in his mathematics
group where he allocated roles. He enjoyed this role and said:
someone basically wrote the question while everyone worked it out and like we
had different things like I was figuring out the ratio, [peer 1]…was memorising
the parts of the question and [peer 2] was just writing it down.

In year three and year four it became evident that Ozzie was underachieving, as “he
spent so much time getting into trouble…and not for anything major.” Zara’s
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explanation of this was that he was bored so he was not behaving. Also, Ozzie’s work
was incomplete and “half-hearted.” Additionally, underachievement stemmed from a
strong sense of competitiveness and perfectionism. Ozzie’s mother Annika explained
that “he’s very competitive and the way that he deals with that is not by trying a bit
harder to be number one, it’s by going I’m not really that bothered anyway about that.”
Ozzie’s teacher agreed with this perspective, saying that, “if he thinks he’s going to
succeed he’ll try really hard but if…he thinks he’s not going to be the best at it he
won’t.” The teacher described an occasion at the sport carnival, where even though
Ozzie’s leg was injured and strapped up, he looked at the long jump and said, “can I just
have one jump?” After the first jump he could see that he was in the lead in that event
and wanted to try again so that he could “beat my record.” Whilst competitiveness can
be an asset, such as striving for personal best, the reverse was true for Ozzie, as when he
thought he could not be the best, he would not try.

Underachievement was visible in Ozzie’s book work. Annika provided a sample of
Ozzie’s year six homework to show his handwriting and book work. Annika said, “it’s
just messy and scribbled out…I’m always getting on at him at not taking pride in the
way that he’s presenting things.” Annika described his bookwork as “sabotage.” Again,
Zara attributed the lack of effort in Ozzie’s homework to a lack of motivation because it
“wasn’t challenging him and there wasn’t that variety.”

Underachievement was also a matter of identity for Ozzie as Zara explained that “he’s
always been identified as one of the naughtier kids.” Zara was concerned for Ozzie
since he wasn’t included in awards within the school as a result of his behaviour, even
when the awards were for academic ability, and not behaviour. Zara indicated that
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Ozzie was receiving mixed messages because other students with behavioural issues
were receiving awards, but he was not. This meant that he did not try hard as he
perceived that there was no point.

Ozzie needed to see the purpose of a task. For example, he spoke about the mathematics
tasks and said:
we were just doing multiplying decimals and I can do all of these basic and a
little bit more stuff in my head like that and [the teacher] was making us write it
out in this really complex way that doesn’t really help much. So I just think
what’s the point.
Without a purpose, Ozzie did not engage in the work. Even when he knew it was not
pointless he said that he “can’t really be asked to put 110% in.”

Another frustration for Ozzie was the slow pace of work in the class, and that the
content was basic. He said, “it’s a bit annoying.” The mixed ability levels of his
classmates were also a frustration for him as often the class needed to wait for the
slower students to catch up. Ozzie said:
it’s so different because we’re in a five/six class and some of the year fives are
probably only halfway through year four level and they’re in a class where
there’s kids that are just, that are pretty much on an almost year seven level.
The waiting seemed pointless for Ozzie.

Ozzie’s parents were not concerned about underachievement as he was only in primary
school. However, Zara commented that “we have conversations with him about how it’s
going to be different at high school…you’re going to have to put in the work.” Zara
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cited another reason for the lack of concern which was because “he was achieving much
better than most of the kids.” It was anticipated that when Ozzie went to high school,
things would change for him with his friendship groups and the level of academic
challenge would increase which would create a reversal in the underachievement.

4.4.3 Reversal of underachievement
At the time of the research, Ozzie had not made much progress in reversing
underachievement. However, there were some indications that showed that his
behaviour in his current class had improved as he was separated from his peers from
previous years. Zara explained that his current class was a “completely different class
filled with quiet, calm kids. He hated it in the beginning.” In his current class, Ozzie
chose to sit at the front of the class by himself so that he did not get distracted and did
not distract others. Ozzie was aware of his potential to distract others so he made a
deliberate choice to sit where he would not cause distraction. His teacher also confirmed
that when Ozzie sat at the front “he doesn’t get distracted. He doesn’t distract others.”

Zara said that a holiday enrichment program for students of high ability at a local
university was “a bit of a turning point for him.” In this environment, the content was
engaging and Ozzie said “that was the best lesson I’ve ever had.” This helped Ozzie see
that learning could be engaging and challenging, and being with like-minded peers was
helpful for him. Being selected for the semi-finals and finals for the school public
speaking competition also helped him to engage in school, which influenced the
indications of some progress in the reversal of underachievement. The validation of his
strengths, at a time when he was usually known for his behavioural issues, was
important for him.
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In his current class, Ozzie mentioned that a new activity had been introduced called the
daily write where they had 15 minutes to write a story of their choosing. He said, “it’s
not like just boring writing but it’s actually been a pretty good standard.” He mentioned
that he had been “enjoying a few of the subjects a bit more since I think about it a
different way.” Ozzie was also engaged in his work earlier in the year of the research
because he and three other students who “were the best in our class at maths” were able
to work from the year seven and eight mathematics book. He said, “it wasn’t the basics
because we’d already learnt that and it was really fun and enjoyable.” The enthusiasm
was obvious when Ozzie was talking about the chance to work on challenging material.
Working at his ability level meant that Ozzie was able to realign his potential and
performance to reverse underachievement.

4.4.4 Summary
When bored, Ozzie disengaged from his work and often caused distraction or
behavioural disturbances in the class. When engaged in appropriate and challenging
content, he was enthusiastic and committed to his work. Ozzie’s parents were optimistic
that he would reverse underachievement in the following year when he was with a
larger cohort in high school with streamed classes and more learning opportunities.
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4.5 Unknown Guy’s lived experience
Unknown Guy was eight years old at the time of the research and was in year five at
school due to the combination of early entry to school and grade acceleration. Unknown
Guy’s cognitive assessment placed him in the 99.9th percentile of cognitive ability and a
profile summary is shown in Table 4.6. Whilst his asynchronous development had
presented some social and emotional challenges, these were offset by the strong support
from his parents and other professional stakeholders.

Table 4.6
Summary profile for Unknown Guy
Code name: Unknown Guy
Age: 8
Gender: Male
Year at school: 5
Cognitive assessment:
WPPSI-IV: 3 years 11 months. FSIQ = 148 = 99.9%
WISC-IV: 6 years 2 months. FSIQ = 151 = 99.9%
WIAT: 6 years 2 months. Equal to or better than 99.9% of age peers
Interests and hobbies:
Robotics, coding, maths, reading, Lego, clarinet, drama, Taekwondo, soccer. Also
playing Minecraft and Stampede and playing with pets.
Areas of strength:
Verbal comprehension and working memory were in the very superior range of testing
in the WISC assessment.
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Unknown Guy’s mother also said that his strengths were his ability to observe, connect
and understand things.
Within the WIAT assessment Unknown Guy performed in the very superior range in all
areas: reading, mathematics, written language and oral expression.
Quote:
“Not really anyone at school’s helping me, like pretty much no one at school
understands me”

Unknown Guy was an engaging and lively boy who liked to talk about things that he
was passionate about and liked to move on quickly from topics that did not interest him.
His use of language was expressive and he was happy to share his opinions. The first
interview with Unknown Guy was brief due to his heightened emotional state but the
interview was important for establishing a positive participant-researcher connection.
Subsequent interviews were based on a mutual interest in an app game called Stampede
which formed a positive participant-researcher connection.

In an interview, Unknown Guy’s mother, Leah, discussed her frustration with
advocating for him as teaching staff were unaware of the significant needs of gifted
children. She said:
we’ve read and we’ve researched and learnt and there’s a whole lot of
information out there that the teachers don’t have…but trying to, as the nonteacher, convey that information, a lot of them are closed off.
When teachers were unreceptive, Unknown Guy’s needs were not met.

Academic acceleration was implemented in Unknown Guy’s first school, with grade
acceleration from year two into year three, however, there was:
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a whole pile of resistance and undermining, and the principal was under the
guise of checking in with Unknown Guy, pulling him out of class repeatedly to
chat to him and telling him that she didn’t support the acceleration…that some
experts had made it happen and she thought it was wrong which had him in
absolute tears.
Additionally, Leah said that “there were a number of things that happened that actually
made him negatively stand out and accentuated, or created problems that weren’t even
there socially.”

The climax came when Unknown Guy was told to stand up in front of the school
assembly and it was announced to the school that he was now in year three. Leah said
that had a significant impact on Unknown Guy.
We’re still being trying to deal with the trauma that he experienced from that
and we’re going to counselling to deal with it because for him it was just a
horrendous experience to have the whole student body stare at him and feel
singled out, separated, different…He just wanted to fit in.
The treatment from the mismanagement of the grade acceleration led to severe anxiety
problems in Unknown Guy which were present even two years later at the time of this
research. Leah explained that before these events, “he was the kid that loved being on
stage and getting hold of a microphone and running school assembly…and was a
performer extrovert.” The residue of the trauma was that he relived the anxiety of those
moments if there was a trigger at school which then caused difficulties for him in the
classroom.
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4.5.1 Unknown Guy’s reflections on his lived experience
Unknown Guy had an insatiable love of learning and at school his favourite subjects
were reading, mathematics and coding. He was expressive in his language, and was
confident in sharing his opinion. As much as he loved reading, he hated eBooks. He
said, “eBooks are a disgrace to books! I never read a single eBook. I hate them!”
Unknown Guy was also passionate about the types of books that he would read, such as
the Brotherband series and Wundersmith and Nevermoor.

Unknown Guy was able to articulate his strengths. He said, “I’m good at maths…And
reading. I love reading and I’m good at reading.” He loved to challenge himself in his
learning and would participate in online learning programs in mathematics and reading
comprehension. He said, “I’m on grade 10 on Read Theory out of 12 grades.” In the
mathematics program he had reached a point where the work was getting “too hard.”
However, this level was far beyond the level of his age-peers. Without a significant
level of challenge, Unknown Guy would disengage from learning, but an appropriate
curriculum reversed underachievement and brought him joy.

4.5.2 Identification of underachievement
From an early age Unknown Guy showed signs of giftedness as he could write his name
as a toddler, and he could read unfamiliar texts before he was four years old. Initially his
parents were reluctant to do cognitive testing. Leah said they were concerned, “because
there was that worry of being labelled and boxed” but they decided to go ahead with the
testing so that they could find out if they were dealing with a child who was in the top
20 percent or the top five percent. They were surprised when they were told that
Unknown Guy was in the top 0.1 percent of cognitive ability. Cognitive tests showed
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evidence of high ability and the psychologist wrote that his score was likely to be higher
except that he grew bored and wanted to move on to something more interesting than
the test. As a result of the first cognitive test when he was three years old, Unknown
Guy was able to enter school early. The second cognitive test when he was six years old
resulted in grade acceleration so that he could skip a year of school from year two to
year three. In hindsight, Unknown Guy’s parents were able to see the benefit of the test.
Leah said:
the battles that we’ve fought for him educationally, there’s no way we’d have
got anywhere and if we hadn’t had the testing done we wouldn’t have had the
recommendation of early entry. He’d have been held back another year before
he started school and the problems would have been just massively worse.
At the time of the research, Unknown Guy’s parents were still involved in advocacy for
their son so that his learning needs could be met.

In kindergarten, Unknown Guy told his mother that “learning new stuff is my favourite
thing in the whole world.” When asked how she kept up with his thirst for learning Leah
said, “we have to pull in resources from elsewhere and try and engage other people that
have an interest.” This included mentors from the NASA deep space station near
Canberra. In addition, his parents provided lots of opportunities for extra-curricular
activities and travel. Leah said, “he’s pretty full on and always has been.”

In the Academically Gifted (AG) class, which was a program run one day a week at a
nearby school, Unknown Guy was currently working on a Shakespeare production. He
said that he was “pretty good at that kind of stuff” and he loved to be able to rehearse
the scenes of Hamlet. Although he still experienced anxiety when he was singled out,
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being part of a group did not trigger an anxiety response.

Unknown Guy’s parents recognised underachievement in kindergarten when the
teacher’s assessment of ability and performance was significantly different from what
he demonstrated at home and in the cognitive assessments. From kindergarten,
Unknown Guy developed elaborate strategies to avoid work, especially as he found that
completing the work only gave him extra work of the same type. Leah said that in year
one it “turned into in-how-many-different-ways-can-I-dodge-this-task” and meetings
with his teachers revealed that he was inventive in his avoidance of boring or mundane
tasks. In kindergarten, Unknown Guy told his parents that “if I pretend not to know my
numbers to ten [the teacher will] come and sit with me and work with me.” This
facilitated his need for adult conversation about topics that he was interested in.

Leah attributed Unknown Guy’s underachievement to a “lack of appropriately
challenging tasks and his perception of teachers’ lack of understanding of him.” Teacher
understanding and connection was a significant theme and produced dramatic changes
depending on whether Unknown Guy perceived that the teacher was understanding or
not. It came to the point when he was six years old where he was self-harming and very
emotional because of the circumstances at school, the lack of academic challenge, and
the lack of positive connection with his teachers. In this environment he was not able to
work to his potential. As mentioned, teacher connection was really important to
Unknown Guy. He explained that a previous teacher “didn’t really care about me. Cared
about the rest of the class lots. Didn’t care about me.” His perceptions of his teachers
influenced his ability to learn, or not learn, in a classroom. He needed to know that he
was understood and cared for.
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Leah said that “his grades at school have often shown quite a disconnect from what we
would see outside, and his grades in any particular subject sometimes will wax and
wane.” This was often because the learning content was far below Unknown Guy’s
capability. Leah explained:
it’s like he’ll be fully into science and exploring carbon chemistry at home and
things like that and then the school science project is ‘let’s observe chocolate
melting and describe what happens’.
In this instance, when Unknown Guy took the idea of melting and boiling points and
“went off on a tangent and graphed the melting and boiling points of different elements
on the periodic table” the response from the teacher was negative as this was not the
task that he was assigned. That type of response caused Unknown Guy to say “I don’t
like science.”

When asked about what Unknown Guy struggled with, Leah said, “his main one is
actually writing tasks and…his teacher’s always said his language skills are amazing,
it’s always been about volume.” The issue was with the volume of the writing, not about
the quality. This was partly due to the issues he had with handwriting where he
experienced pain and anxiety when handwriting. Leah said, “he’s hypermobile, his core
control’s terrible so just sitting and writing is mechanically difficult for him. He actually
ends up with writer’s cramp quite quickly.” In addition, Unknown Guy’s asynchronous
development contributed to the handwriting issue and Leah explained that:
he’s working in an environment with 10 and 11 year olds and his ideas are
probably 13, 14 years old and those mismatches just generate anxiety for him
and has been quite a barrier for him that he’s almost shut down before he’s
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started writing.
This was illustrated in the recent NAPLAN test he sat where he “shut down” for the first
25 minutes of the 40-minute writing task.

In his first interview, Unknown Guy told the researcher that when he was not
challenged he did not try hard but when the work was challenging he put effort and
energy into it. In the discussion of his work samples, Unknown Guy said that he “wasn’t
engaged” with a particular piece of work that he did not think was good. Without
appropriate academic challenge, Unknown Guy likened it to “keeping him in that
classroom and not letting him learn.” This caused enormous stress for him and Leah
explained that his need for intellectual stimulation was of the highest importance.

Toward the end of data collection for this research, an incident occurred at school where
Unknown Guy’s anxiety response was misinterpreted by his classroom teacher as a
threat, and he was suspended from school. Unknown Guy’s parents were strong
advocates for him as they spoke with school staff and they were able to demonstrate that
the classroom teacher had not adhered to his anxiety management plan and
inadvertently triggered the anxiety response. Due to Unknown Guy’s struggle with
anxiety and his disconnect with his classroom teacher, his parents made the decision to
enrol him in distance education. While they were waiting for the decision to come
through from the Department of Education (NSW) they chose to home school him.

4.5.3 Reversal of Underachievement
Reversal of underachievement for Unknown Guy was attributed to “appropriate levels
of challenge and working with intellectually matched peers.” Teacher support and
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understanding were key to allowing him to feel supported in class, as trust with teachers
was key to reversing underachievement. Reversal of underachievement was also
achieved due to grade acceleration, and a change in school. The new school had an
enrichment program that facilitated an appropriately challenging curriculum.

Reversal of underachievement through academic acceleration was achieved in year two
accelerating to year three. This was done:
after a lot of lobbying by multiple parties. So we had the psychologist on board,
the gifted ed. Consultant, the school counsellor, her supervisor, everybody
advocating going this has got to happen.
This was a challenging time as the transition from year two to year three was thwarted
by staff who were unhappy with the arrangement. This caused a lack of trust in the
teacher-student relationship, however, this was partially overcome at Unknown Guy’s
new school where he had a teacher who was trained in gifted education. Leah said that
this teacher was:
a very dedicated, Invested teacher who really worked hard on making the kids
feel safe…And that was a big thing for him that she actually regained his
confidence in teachers.
This teacher knew how to support his emotions and behaviours, especially when his
anxiety caused “meltdowns.” Leah explained that in this situation other teachers “would
kind of berate him for it and feed his anxiety.” The teacher trained in gifted education
would give him space to work through his emotions and calm down. When he was calm
she would praise him for his ability to calm down.

Unknown Guy spoke about the importance of the teacher, saying:
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they need to be a good teacher for me to understand, for me to unlock the inner
vault of secrets to them, but for them to be a good teacher they have to know a
lot of things about me.
Unknown Guy felt safe with his teacher who was trained in gifted education. He felt
that she was trustworthy from the beginning. In this environment where he was
supported by a teacher that he trusted, he was able to reverse the underachievement with
his writing. Leah said that his teacher found a writing topic that he was interested in and
as he engaged in the task she allowed him to write and finish that story even though the
class had long moved onto another task. His teacher saw the potential in writing and
encouraged him to enter a writing competition. He made the finals and his confidence in
writing was regained, as was a reversal of underachievement.

When providing examples of work that he was proud of Unknown Guy provided a story
with a good use of literary techniques. When asked why he liked it he said, it’s “just the
way I wrote it. I guess I had a teacher that was very, very interested in good writing
techniques then.” This story contained evidence of onomatopoeia, alliteration and other
literary techniques and had an engaging plot. This story had fuelled Unknown Guy’s
love of writing stories – which was a change from when previously the anxiety would
thwart his attempts – and he planned on writing a book, “a futuristic one this time.” He
had created flow charts to map out the new story, and writing the story on the computer
helped. He said, “I do a lot better writing when I type because I find I can just get ideas
out better…also, my hand doesn’t hurt.” Each success helped to build confidence for
Unknown Guy which was significant in contributing to the reversal of his
underachievement.
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Another example of the reversal of underachievement was found toward the end of the
data collection, where Leah shared that Unknown Guy was being home schooled and
this had helped his anxiety “enormously!!” In the home environment, he had a positive
attitude to learning, showed skills in organisation and planning, and worked on tasks
that he was interested in, at a pace that suited him. Without the stress of school, he was
able to thrive academically.

4.5.4 Summary
Unknown Guy was characterised by his asynchronous development which contributed
to strong anxiety issues. Whilst Unknown Guy had some positive experiences at school,
particularly with one teacher who understood him, an incident at the end of the data
collection meant that Unknown Guy’s anxiety was triggered and he was home schooled
where he was free to work at his own pace, thereby lowering his anxiety.
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4.6 Kdog’s lived experience
Kdog was in year six at the time of the research and fit the criteria of giftedness as a
result of teacher and parent nomination. This was confirmed at the end of the research
through a cognitive assessment (Stanford-Binet 5th edition) which showed that Kdog
performed in the 98th percentile of cognitive ability. The cognitive assessment was not
included in the analysis as the data collection had concluded by this time. In addition,
Kdog had strong verbal ability and was passionate about science. Kdog also had twice
exceptionalities with dyslexia and dyspraxia which affected his classroom performance.
Kdog’s profile is shown in Table 4.7.

Table 4.7
Summary profile for Kdog
Code name: Kdog
Age: 11
Gender: Male
Year at school: 6
Cognitive assessment:
Dyslexia assessment (8 years old, year 3):
Single world reading: 6:11 years
Accuracy: 6:09 years
Reading rate: 6:00 years
Comprehension: 12:11 years
Results indicate that dyslexia was “severe in extent” (dyslexia assessment)
YORK assessment (Year 3):
British Picture Vocabulary Scale: 96th percentile “which indicates high ability”
(dyslexia assessment)
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Writing/Single word reading: 2nd percentile
YORK assessment (Year 6):
Comprehension: 97th percentile
Single word reading: 2nd percentile
Interests and hobbies:
“Patting my dog, watching YouTube and using my unicycle…gaming” (Kdog). Also
camping, mountain bike riding, and doing science experiments.
Areas of strength:
Verbal ability, science and mathematics.
Quote:
“I have an extreme knowledge of science which gets annoying because all the stuff in
school is not interesting.”

Kdog’s parents indicated that their son struggled at school despite his verbal and
comprehension abilities. In year three he was tested for dyslexia and his reading levels
were in the bottom two percent of ability compared to his age-peers, however, he had
very high levels of comprehension. In the research interviews, Kdog’s mother Greta,
and father Ian, were equally invested in the research, asking questions and freely
sharing their lived experience with Kdog. When asked about Kdog’s strengths, Greta
said:
He’s really good at giving things a go…Like, if there’s any new activity that
someone’s doing he’ll have a go at it and it’s very rare that he’s got too much
fear around that.
Kdog also had a strong curiosity and as a small child he loved to pull things apart to find
out how they worked. Greta told how Kdog, when he was in preschool at four years old,
worked out how to open the child safe latch and he and another student made their
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escape from preschool.

Another area of strength for Kdog was his honesty. Ian said, “he’s really honest” but Ian
recognised that his honesty could also be interpreted as a lack of tact as there were times
when that level of honesty had got him into trouble. Ian also recognised that “some of
his weaknesses would be maybe some of his interpersonal stuff.” Kdog’s year six
semester one report identified issues with interpersonal relations and showed that Kdog:
has a strong general knowledge coupled with a strong desire to be correct. On
occasion, this has led Kdog to be a little less gracious of others and his outward
triumph of being right puts him at odds with his peers.
Kdog’s social issues also included issues with his teachers. Ian noted that, “if he’s got a
teacher that engages with him he can build a relationship and so long as he thinks that
they respect his view then he seems to be able to work with them quite well.” However,
if Kdog did not have a good relationship with the teacher he was not able to cooperate
effectively in class and was likely to challenge the teacher’s authority.

Greta and Ian wondered if Kdog’s dyspraxia (difficulties with gross motor skills), had
an impact on his peers. Ian said, “he’s a big kid but he hasn’t quite got that body
awareness happening.” Greta agreed, saying that the dyspraxia “does get him in trouble
a bit socially.” These comments were in line with his social struggles at school with his
peers where Kdog had been labelled as a bully in his class, yet evidence also showed
that he had been bullied at school. Kdog will change schools in the year following the
research as he starts year seven, and Greta and Ian are deliberating on the type of school
that would best fit his needs. They understand that a small class may help him with his
learning needs but a larger class may give him a greater chance for social inclusion.
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4.6.1 Kdog’s reflections on his lived experience
Kdog’s conversation about school was coloured by his frustration with the school
curriculum and the lack of challenge it presented. He had his own ideas on what would
make class interesting; he said it needed to be fun, or allow for an extension of content,
such as using liquid nitrogen in science class.

Kdog was also very confident in his ability, saying “I’ve got a very good memory” and
“I have an extreme knowledge of science”, and his desire to learn was obvious in his
conversation. He said, “I like learning new stuff”, especially, in science, technology and
mathematics.

He was also aware of his solitary status, where he did not “have any brothers or sisters
and we live in the middle of nowhere.” In another part of the interview he said, “it’s
harder when you’re only one.” Although Kdog had a best friend at school, his social
difficulties with his peers at school meant that at times he was socially isolated.
4.6.2 Identification of underachievement
Greta and Ian noticed that Kdog started talking at an early age and by two years of age
he was speaking in sentences and was able to use complex words in context and express
understanding of concepts beyond his years. Kdog said that at school he liked “science
and maths.” He was also keen on coding and at a school STEM day he was part of a
program that used coding to create a game. Using his strengths helped Kdog to engage
in learning and to stay motivated. When asked what would help him want to do his best
at school he said learning needed to be fun and to have an active component in it. He
also said that he would be motivated to learn in class if there were rewards such as
“money and food” as “it makes me work harder.”
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Kdog’s school recognised his learning potential and nominated him for a holiday
enrichment program for high ability students at a local university. Greta said that being
nominated for this program “was a really massive thing that helped enormously both in
confidence and in those experiences.” His teacher at the time of the research also
recognised his ability. He said that Kdog explored multiple perspectives but found it
hard to produce written work, and that he had a high level of vocabulary but did not like
reading. His teacher was sure that Kdog had a lot more to offer than he showed.

Greta and Ian were active in supporting their son, and during their time volunteering in
school reading groups they recognised that he was avoiding tasks and Greta said that he
was “often getting others to do them for him.” In year three, Greta and Ian had Kdog
tested to determine why he was struggling with reading. The testing confirmed a
diagnosis of dyslexia.

When asked about Kdog’s giftedness, there was a pause in the conversation as Greta
and Ian grappled with the question. Ian said that they found it difficult to reconcile
giftedness with Kdog’s learning disabilities as the discrepancy between his potential and
performance showed up as struggles in school, not in high performance. Greta said that
she found it difficult to think of the giftedness as valid “because of the reading and
writing struggles and because of the…planning stuff.” Oftentimes the struggles
overshadowed the potential. Ian said, “just going back to that high potential, and this is
part of why they didn’t pick up his reading is because he could, what do they call it,
predict text.” The ability and learning disabilities masked each other in Kdog’s early
years of schooling.
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Greta and Ian gave an example of how Kdog’s learning difficulties prevented him from
fully showing his ability. In the school public speaking competition, Ian said Kdog:
did the public speaking and then was good enough to go to the next level but
because of the challenge with the reading and the writing and being able to
prepare something within that timeframe that they get that really knocked him
out, you know.
Greta explained this further when she said Kdog was not able to produce the writing
required in the second stage of the competition due to his writing difficulties. This
meant that he was not able to engage in the rest of the public speaking competition.

Although Kdog had limitations with his learning in class, a decision was made between
the parents and the school to “push the boundaries” where he would be encouraged to
do handwriting with the rest of the class. The school provided additional support with
reading through the MultiLit and Reading Recovery programs, and provisions were put
in place around tests and exams where Kdog was given additional time. For writing
tasks, he was allowed to use the computer to type and in mathematics, the teacher read
out the mathematics word questions. Greta and Ian also took Kdog to a tutor who
specialised in dyslexia. The tutoring was exhausting for Kdog as he had already spent a
day at school and he would often argue with the tutor about the work assigned so that he
could avoid the task. In regard to avoidance, Greta explained that in the past “we
probably just rescued him. I hadn’t really realised how much we’d been doing that until
we talked about it.”

When asked if Kdog thought he was working to his full potential he said, “depends, if
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I’m tired, depends if I want to, depends if I don’t want to.” He also cited the slow pace
of the class as a reason why he was not able to work to his potential. He said he did not
get to do work that was above his year level “because some geniuses in our class don’t
know friends of ten. So that’s slightly hindering.”

Having an inappropriate curriculum also contributed to underachievement for Kdog.
When the content was not challenging he found it boring and would not engage, and this
meant that he could not demonstrate his potential. Greta agreed, saying that he was
bored in science in particular because he already knew the content.

When the school tasks were difficult for him, for example with reading and writing,
Kdog would take great measures to avoid the task. In group work, he would volunteer to
present the work completed by his peers and get the “accolades for all the work that
everybody else had done.” In this way, he did not receive negative attention for the
work that he found too difficult to do.
4.6.3 Reversal of underachievement
Kdog’s parents recognised a reversal of underachievement when the year three and year
five NAPLAN results were compared. A combination of factors attributed to the
reversal of underachievement including having an occupational therapist, tuition from a
dyslexia specialist in years three to five, and receiving validation of his strengths in the
form of nomination for the enrichment program at the university. This validation helped
to change “his report marks.”

When Kdog was asked what he would do to help students learn if he was a teacher, he
said “science with no writing. Not boring science like what’s a liquid and gas and stuff.
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Like real fun science.” He favoured practical application of subjects, a hands-on
approach which he found at the enrichment program at the university. This approach
helped to bolster his confidence in his learning and abilities.

Although Kdog did not have significant indicators of the reversal of underachievement,
the provisions of a computer to use in class, and the assistance of a learning support
aide, meant that he was able to show more of his potential than he could without these
supports.
4.6.4 Summary
Kdog was a gifted year six student with significant learning disabilities that often
masked his abilities. His parents were strong advocates for his learning needs and were
determined in finding ways to help him at school. At the end of the research, Greta and
Ian had selected a school for Kdog to attend. This school had a learning support unit
that was enthusiastic about supporting Kdog in his academic ability and learning needs.
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4.7 Case study summary
Each case study participant was interviewed twice, was observed in the classroom or an
equivalent, and had parental input. The research was supported by a rich data set which
was appropriate for the case study format. Each of the case study participants were able
to voice their own view on the lived experience of giftedness and underachievement.
The findings showed that the viewpoints were diverse but had shared themes. These
themes will be discussed in the following chapter.
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Chapter 5: Phase One Discussion
The purpose of chapter five was to discuss the combined case studies. Themes emerged
from the analysis of data which included factors that contributed to underachievement
and factors that reversed underachievement. The significance of this chapter is that the
findings were based on the lived experience of the students, their parents and their
teachers, providing rich data.

5.1 Introduction
The discussion of the findings from the case studies are framed under the three research
questions regarding underachievement, the reversal of underachievement, and the
prevention of underachievement. Several themes emerged from line-by-line, iterative
coding of the findings, including the importance of teacher influence, family influence,
and an appropriate curriculum. Within this discussion chapter, each research question
will be discussed with a focus on the lived experience of participants.

5.2 What factors contribute to gifted underachievement?
Investigating the contributors to underachievement was important because if these were
identified then strategies could be put in place to reverse underachievement. Within the
research, a number of factors emerged in their link to underachievement. They included,
but were not limited to, an inappropriate curriculum, student boredom, and peer
influence. These factors, and others, will be discussed in the following sections.

5.2.1 Inappropriate curriculum
Having an inappropriate curriculum, such as a lack of challenge, relevance, or flexibility
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in pace, were key factors contributing to underachievement described by the case study
participants in this research. For example, a lack of challenge was experienced by
Unknown Guy who felt that as a result he was being prevented from advancing his
learning. Flexibility in pace was identified by Kdog as a strategy which would allow for
him to then be extended in science. Relevance of assigned work was crucial for Ozzie
who often did not see the point of the class tasks he was expected to complete. Themes
in participant responses showed that boredom, absenteeism, and poor self-regulation
were a direct result of an inappropriate curriculum, as was disengagement in learning,
anxiety, and behavioural issues.

The current study revealed that the needs of gifted students were not consistently being
met through the curriculum, which could contribute to their underachievement. This is
supported in the literature where it was recognised that without modifying the regular
curriculum, the needs of gifted students would not be met as they had above average
intelligence and a need for content beyond the regular curriculum (Davis & Rimm,
2004; Hodge & Kemp, 2006; Reis & Westburg, 2004; Whitmore, 1980). Additionally,
when modifying the curriculum to suit student needs, learning disabilities need to be
considered.

5.2.2 Boredom
Each of the case study participants in this research experienced boredom in the
classroom due to a lack of academic challenge. The participants, Matt, Ozzie, Unknown
Guy and Kdog had disengaged from learning due to the repetition of non-challenging
activities and did not produce work at their ability level or did not produce work at all.
Boredom, which had been recognised in other studies (Fraser-Seeto et al., 2016; Gross,
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2006; Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003; Walters, 2008), can affect a student’s mental,
emotional, and social wellbeing.

To combat academic boredom, complexity of content combined with a faster pace of
learning is recommended, as well as a choice in what is learned. This was highlighted in
other studies (Coleman et al., 2015; Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003), however, the
findings from the case studies in the current research showed that students had unique
needs which required individual solutions. Attention needs to be given to educating
teachers in the academic needs of gifted students. Provisions for gifted students can
include:
•

Pre-testing;

•

Design of an appropriately challenging curriculum with input from students
(student-centred learning); and

•

Evaluation and feedback so that students remain engaged in their work.

Pre-testing is important to determine what the student already knows and therefore what
the curriculum starting point is. If a student demonstrates that they already know the
content, then they are given above-level work in the same area. If a student has gaps in
their knowledge, only these areas need to be taught.

Bella and Kdog were adamant in their suggestion for student-led learning and their
recommendation to ensure that students have a sense of ownership in their learning
which may increase intrinsic motivation. Bella suggested that there could be ‘teacherfree’ days where students explored their own learning interests in a way that suited
them. For example, reading could be done through audio books, and timeframes for
lessons could be flexible to suit student engagement and need. Kdog was adamant that
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the curriculum be specific to the student interests (for example, doing experiments with
liquid nitrogen). Without this autonomy, disengagement would likely occur. By
engaging students in the design and implementation of their own learning, teachers can
support student learning through a challenging curriculum based on the student’s
strengths and interests. This partnership is important in developing a positive teacherstudent relationship and in engaging students in their learning.

5.2.3 Poor self-efficacy and self-regulation
Poor self-regulation, particularly poor organisational skills, was found for each of the
case study participants. This would indicate that poor self-regulation is a consideration
affecting underachievement. The students in this research had years of not achieving
their potential and their self-efficacy was low, which may be a factor affecting selfregulation, which is then a self-perpetuating cycle.

School reports for Andromeda, Matt, and Bella showed that they had poor selfregulation and, in some cases, low self-efficacy, yet strategies were not provided by the
school to support the students in their learning of these skills. The exception was for
Andromeda in year eight due to the school’s recognition of his twice exceptionality.
Poor self-regulation impacted on the students’ ability to achieve their potential and poor
self-regulation stemmed from an inappropriate curriculum, executive functioning issues,
low self-efficacy and low motivation.

5.2.4 Absenteeism
Absenteeism from school was a factor that likely contributed to underachievement in
the case study participants as absenteeism prevents the student from engaging in the
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work and submitting assessment tasks. Five out of the six case study participants had
evidence through school reports of five or more days absent in a semester. Additionally,
school reports for two case study participants showed that the students were absent for
10 full school days in a semester which equates to 10 percent of the semester.
Missing school to this extent requires a strategy for re-engagement. Each student’s
circumstances need to be taken into account when designing the re-engagement
strategy, including the percentage of time absent from school in a semester. An example
of a re-engagement strategy is found in the Ohio Department of Education (2017)
guidelines, where students who miss less than 10 percent of school require basic, or
universal, support to re-engage in school and complete school work, and missing 10-20
percent of school requires moderate support. Missing more than 20 percent of school
requires intensive support for the student to reintegrate into learning. Universal support
comprises recognising improved attendance, engaging students through morning
greeting, and identifying and addressing barriers that contribute to non-attendance at
school. Moderate support is recognised as personalised outreach, connecting the student
to a mentor, and sending letters home that outline the amount of school missed (Ohio
Department of Education, 2017).

Universal support is recommended for Andromeda, Bella and Unknown Guy to improve
attendance, while moderate support is required for Matt, Ozzie, and Kdog (Ohio
Department of Education, 2017) (see Table 5.1).
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Table 5.1
Categories of absenteeism (from Ohio Department of Education, 2017)
Days in

Days absent

Percentage

Level of

semester

(on school

absent

support

report)

required

Andromeda

100 days

7

7%

Universal

Matt

100 days

10

10%

Moderate

Bella

100 days

4.5

4.5%

Universal

Ozzie

100 days

10

10%

Moderate

Unknown

100 days

6

6%

Universal

100 days

12

12%

Moderate

Guy
Kdog

The link between absenteeism and underachievement was shown in a variety of ways.
For example, with Bella, the underachievement was obvious in her school report when
she was absent from class due to feeling unwell. For Kdog, absenteeism was not linked
directly to his grades at school but the large number of absences interfered with him
achieving his potential in class. Kdog’s absences were sometimes due to frequent illness
and sometimes due to an unwillingness to attend school. For Unknown Guy and
Andromeda, being absent from the school environment, through home schooling, had a
positive effect on their wellbeing and academic learning.

5.2.5 Behavioural issues
Behavioural issues in the classroom can stem from any number of factors. For Ozzie,
behavioural issues stemmed from boredom in the classroom where he used his cognitive
and physical energy to disrupt the class. He did this to fit in with his peers, and to avoid
certain tasks or activities. For Unknown Guy, behavioural issues were directly linked to
a lack of an appropriate curriculum and high levels of anxiety. Where Ozzie needed
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greater autonomy in his learning and connection with his teacher to avoid behavioural
issues, Unknown Guy’s behavioural issues stemmed from broken trust in the teacherstudent relationship from his previous school. His behaviour was triggered by anxiety,
and often misinterpreted by teaching staff.

Within this research behavioural issues were an indication of a deeper issue, such as
boredom or anxiety. Recommendations for dealing with behavioural issues of gifted
students include valuing the contribution of the student in class as this validates their
potential. Ozzie, in particular, did not receive recognition for his class work as the focus
was on his negative behaviours. Recommendations also include providing a quiet and
safe space to de-escalate challenging behaviours. This was important for Unknown Guy
whose behaviour was often misunderstood and therefore mismanaged.

Shrive (2013) advised that in an environment with a lack of academic challenge, gifted
students would seek alternative stimulation, leading to negative behavioural issues in
the classroom. A lack of academic challenge was significant for Kdog who disengaged
from learning. It is important to engage students in learning through a student-centred
approach. This was necessary for Unknown Guy as he learnt at a faster pace and with
greater depth and complexity than his peers.

5.2.6 Social difficulties
Four of the six case study participants had social issues with their peers at school where
they had difficulty making and maintaining friendships. This impacted upon their ability
to relax and learn in class due to the anxiety regarding social situations, peer animosity
or bullying which created emotional distress for the case study participants. In one of
173

the case study participants, social issues contributed to significant anxiety and
depression to the point where the student was withdrawn from school to complete
schooling at home.

The likelihood of finding like-minded peers to mix with who share the same or similar
interests can be low for gifted students, particularly those who are at the very high end
of the giftedness continuum. The current research findings supported Gross’s (2006)
observations of gifted students who were kept with their age-peers and as a result had
difficulty forming and sustaining friendships. Social awkwardness, bullying and
exclusion by peers contributed to underachievement for Andromeda who withdrew from
school due to his poor mental health that was exacerbated by bullying. Likewise, for
Bella, who was in a state of distress in class due to anxiety and shyness which impacted
on her ability to learn, and for Kdog who was ostracised by his peers.

To mitigate social issues, it is recommended that teachers group gifted students with
like-minded peers so that they can work at a pace and depth which meets their
educational needs. This can facilitate positive social connections.

5.2.7 Emotional difficulties
Emotional difficulties were shown to be factors that contributed to underachievement in
Andromeda, Unknown Guy and Bella. The intensity of emotions and their debilitating
effect meant that these students were unable to work to their potential when influenced
by these emotions. Both Andromeda and Unknown Guy indicated that they needed
space to calm down after being overwhelmed by emotions, and not to have constant
questions or people in their space.
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Intense emotions affected Andromeda and Unknown Guy, leading to self-harm ideation
and subsequent underachievement due to disengagement in learning. Andromeda had
self-harm ideation in year seven, and Unknown Guy, although only six years old at the
time, was self-harming due to frustration, anxiety and depression. Unknown Guy’s
intensities and sensitivities (Dabrowski, 1964; Piechowski, 2006) created intolerable
anxiety and self-harming was one way of managing these feelings.

Intense emotional responses included depression and anxiety and were factors that
appeared to contribute to underachievement for Andromeda, Bella and Unknown Guy.
For Unknown Guy, removing the triggers for anxiety and the associated emotional
response provided an environment where he was able to work to his ability, effectively
reversing the underachievement. Unknown Guy’s mother wrote that removing the
stressors associated with school ameliorated Unknown Guy’s anxiety. Similarly,
Andromeda was removed from anxiety triggers by engaging in home schooling,
however, Bella did not have the opportunity to be removed from her anxiety triggers.

5.2.8 Handwriting
Poor handwriting was evident for Andromeda, Bella and Kdog who also had learning
disabilities. The paradox of giftedness and learning disabilities can cause educators to
overlook the reasons for poor handwriting, instead attributing poor motivation as the
cause of poor handwriting which was found in the Yates et al. (1995) study.

Physical pain and anxiety during handwriting were obvious for Andromeda, and the
pain was felt to an extreme level where it would hinder him from completing his work.
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Most of the case study participants experienced some form of handwriting difficulties
and pain when writing which would hinder their ability to demonstrate their potential,
resulting in underachievement. Andromeda said that he was not able to keep up with the
required writing, and the teacher would wipe the board clean in order to put up the next
lot of notes. He was not allowed to take a picture of the notes on the board, and as a
result he would only be able to copy partial notes before they were removed. Similarly,
for Bella, handwriting difficulties combined with her low self-efficacy and low selfesteem affected her perception of her ability, further contributing to underachievement.

Ozzie did not experience soreness in his hand or his arm when writing. He justified the
poor writing on the fact that neat handwriting was not required for his possible future
career pathways. Ozzie showed selective achievement with respect to his writing, and it
is important to note the distinction between selective achievement and
underachievement. Underachievement is defined as a significant discrepancy between
potential and performance (Desmet et al., 2020; Ritchotte et al., 2014; Siegle &
McCoach, 2018) whereas for selective achievement there are areas of underachievement
where the student does not engage with the task, yet they work to their potential in tasks
that reflect their interests (Figg et al., 2012; Hébert & Schreiber, 2010). Selective
underachievement can occur as a self-protection mechanism (Flint & Ritchotte, 2012)
and this was apparent for Bella, Kdog and Ozzie in this research.

Asynchrony between Unknown Guy’s fine motor skills, including handwriting, and his
cognitive ability caused significant anxiety for him according to his mother. Similarly,
Kdog’s school reports illustrated that handwriting was an area that he was reluctant to
engage in, and he struggled to produce legible work. Recommendations were made for
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Kdog to be supported in his handwriting, with access to a computer for writing tasks,
being able to present work orally, and being assigned extra time for tests (dyslexia
assessment 2016). Poor handwriting can be a result of difficulties with fine motor skills,
with word coding, and the number of thoughts that need to be translated into text (Yates
et al., 1995). It was noted in the literature that frustration will often occur at a very early
age for gifted students who have difficulty with handwriting (Baum et al., 2001) and
handwriting difficulties are often linked with learning disabilities (Baum et al., 2018;
Cahill, 2009).

Recommendations regarding handwriting included using a computer or tablet to write
on. This was effective for Kdog and would have been useful for Andromeda and Bella.
Similarly, it is recommended that students have the option to receive a hard copy of the
notes from the board as this allows the student to keep up with the class and reduce
anxiety. Students can also highlight key content on the hard copy as a way of
understanding the content. Furthermore, it is recommended that students have time and
space to work in their areas of strength, rather than weaknesses. Bella was an advocate
for self-directed learning, as was Kdog, as they knew what they wanted to learn and the
style in which they learnt best. Andromeda was vocal about the unique needs of gifted
students and frequently spoke about the need for acceptance and provision for diversity
in learning styles.

5.2.9 Peer influence on underachievement
Within the case studies, Ozzie showed signs of seeking acceptance by his peers through
socialisation and exhibiting inappropriate behaviour in class. Peer influence for Ozzie
contributed to underachievement as he was often in trouble and when misbehaving was
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not able to focus on the lesson content and show his potential. Based on observations in
class and conversations with Ozzie and his parents, it was believed that having an
appropriately challenging curriculum would minimise or eliminate the boredom,
deflecting the need to misbehave in class.

5.2.10 Summary of underachievement
The research revealed that a variety of factors contributed to underachievement in gifted
students. However, some factors seemed to have a greater impact than others. For
example, an inappropriate curriculum, whilst contributing to underachievement in gifted
students, was shown to have a flow-on effect through boredom, absenteeism, and
behavioural issues. Peer influence, whilst strong in the literature, had little effect on the
case study participants in this research. Only Ozzie’s behavioural issues were linked to
being negatively influenced by his peers. Poor self-efficacy and poor self-regulation
were linked to low self-esteem affecting motivation, whilst poor self-regulation, such as
forgetting to do work, or handing in incomplete work created a discrepancy between
potential and performance, highlighting underachievement. Emotional difficulties
factored deeply for Unknown Guy who, toward the end of the study, exited from
mainstream schooling to be schooled at home. The change in environment meant that
the emotional triggers were no longer present and he was learning at a pace and at a
capacity that suited him.

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) conveys how the environment and
other factors are interrelated and that the relatedness may occur in varying degrees
(Christensen, 2016). This is evident in this research where an inappropriate curriculum
for gifted students affected motivation, behaviour, levels of boredom and self178

regulation.

To fully view a student’s development through the Ecological Systems Theory
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979), an examination must be made of the student, their classroom
environment, and the complexity of interconnections amongst all of the elements
(Konza, 1999). Whilst the scope of this research did not allow for a longitudinal or
intensive study of the case study participants within all of their interactions amongst the
microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem and macrosystem, the data collection and
interactions with the participants were viewed through the lens of the Ecological
Systems Theory, illustrating that all elements are connected. In this way, it can be seen
that the influence of a school curriculum, or the perceived lack of social connection in a
learning environment, can contribute to underachievement in gifted students.

Similarly, each level of connection within the systems, affects the other systems. This
was shown by the emotional difficulties that some of the case study participants faced,
which originated within the microsystem, such as the classroom, but played out in the
mesosystem of school politics and family. These issues impacted the exosystem, which
was evident for Andromeda’s mother who changed her employment to reduce the
impact of her absence on her son.

5.3 What factors contribute to the reversal of gifted
underachievement?
Reversing underachievement in gifted students is vital to overcome the disadvantage
and negative effects of underachievement such as depression and behavioural issues that
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has been shown to occur in the literature. The following section discusses the factors
that contributed to the reversal of underachievement in the case study participants.

5.3.1 Appropriate curriculum
Having choice over the pace and structure of the learning content helped Andromeda to
reverse underachievement in creative writing. Andromeda is now a prolific writer,
specialising in online fiction writing and this occurred because he was given the space
to develop his own style of writing. The flexibility of pace and timing combined with
autonomy in what he writes has allowed Andromeda to thrive in his writing ability
which contrasts with what it was like in his school years when he felt forced to write in
a certain way on set topics.

Lack of academic challenge contributed to boredom for Matt which had a two-fold
response: disengagement from learning, and the inability to show his potential as the
curriculum level was set too low. This is reflected in the literature that noted that gifted
students require fewer repetitions and need additional challenge, where an appropriate
level of academic challenge is a motivating force for gifted students, however having a
level of challenge that is too difficult will de-motivate gifted students (Little, 2012). In
Matt’s case, the subject acceleration of three years in mathematics and two years in
literacy provided an appropriate level of challenge where he felt the boredom had
dissipated and he was able to engage in learning.

Challenge was key to engaging Ozzie in his work. Numerous examples, from Ozzie’s
mother, Ozzie’s teacher, and Ozzie himself reflected that challenges engaged Ozzie in
the task. Kanevsky and Keighley (2003) reflected that challenge is key to reversing
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underachievement in gifted students, especially to eliminate boredom. The idea of
challenge in the curriculum will look different to individual students, however, key
aspects include accelerated pace of the content, complexity in the content, and working
with personal areas of strength such as leadership (Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003).

Educating teachers about giftedness, underachievement and twice exceptionality is an
important step leading to the provision of an appropriate curriculum for gifted students,
and particularly those who are underachieving. This recommendation was voiced by
Andromeda’s mother, Ozzie’s mother, and Unknown Guy’s mother, and is consistent
with the literature (Ford, 2018; Fraser-Seeto, 2013; Gross, 1999; Little, 2018). Creating
greater awareness in teachers about giftedness is needed to meet students’ academic,
social and emotional needs.

To reverse underachievement, it is recommended that students are provided with an
appropriately challenging curriculum which considers the student’s interests, strengths,
and areas that require support. This is important in addressing the learning needs of
twice exceptional students in particular. It is also recommended that students work at a
pace that suits them. This may include compacting the curriculum to avoid repetition of
content, and it is recommended that students have a voice in what they learn and how
they learn it.

5.3.2 Motivation
For the participants in this research, motivation varied depending on the curriculum
topic or the way it was taught. Motivation within the curriculum comes when the pace is
flexible – fast for learning, slow for in-depth work – and there is complexity and depth
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in the content (Kanevsky & Keighley, 2003; Little, 2012; Obergriesser & Stoeger,
2015). For example, Kdog was eager to learn about liquid nitrogen but the science
content that he was taught was not interesting to him. Similarly, Unknown Guy loved
learning about a variety of topics but if the level of learning was below his ability or
there was no flexibility in the curriculum, his motivation decreased and he disengaged
in learning.

For the case studies in this research, motivation was a notable theme but it was a byproduct of other factors such as an inappropriate curriculum, boredom, and a lack of
positive teacher-student connection. Motivation was strongly linked to engagement in a
relevant and challenging curriculum. Another motivating factor was having
achievements and effort recognised by the school principal. This method was effective
for Matt and acknowledgement helped form a positive connection between the principal
and student, and increased motivation.

Gagné (2010) discussed the role of motivation in developing gifts into talents. When
gifted students have an appropriately challenging curriculum, they are far more likely to
be motivated to set and achieve academic goals. This was the case for Unknown Guy
who, when home schooled, was able to plan and expand his learning schedule. In this
way, motivation is a by-product of an appropriate curriculum. This was true for the case
study participants where each student had unique needs, interests, and motivators.
Ideally, individual programs would need to be designed for the students to help them to
reach their full potential. This is in line with researchers who advocate for a
differentiated and challenging curriculum for gifted students (Maker, 1982; Tomlinson,
2005). To reverse underachievement by increasing motivation, it is recommended that
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students have a voice in what they learn and how they learn it.

5.3.3 Teacher influence
In college, Andromeda credited his good marks to his teacher who had a sense of
humour, strong content knowledge of the subject that was taught, and an engaging
manner. This aligns with findings in the literature (Coleman et al., 2015; Emerick,
1992) where authenticity, depth of knowledge and an engaging manner help to form
positive teacher-student relationships. Similarly, teacher support and understanding
were key to allowing Unknown Guy to feel safe, supported, and able to trust teachers.
Trust was important, as teacher-student trust had been broken in the earlier years of
Unknown Guy’s schooling when he was vulnerable to the teaching staff’s attitude
toward his grade acceleration provision. One of Unknown Guy’s teachers was trained
and experienced in gifted education and understood the unique social, emotional, and
academic needs of gifted students and supported him when his behaviours were anxietyfuelled. This same teacher encouraged Unknown Guy to develop his writing skills.
Once he was confident, his anxiety toward writing ceased and he was enthusiastic about
writing. The teacher’s flexibility in allowing Unknown Guy to work with his strengths
created an environment where he could work at his own pace and in greater depth. The
teacher found as many ways as she could to build up Unknown Guy’s skill and his
confidence which further strengthened the teacher-student relationship. Whitmore
(1980, p. 400) wrote that teachers are strong influencers on gifted, underachieving
students and one of the teachers’ strengths is the ability to “interact with students to
enhance their self-esteem while also communicating realistically high expectations.”
This was the case for Unknown Guy’s teacher who nurtured his self-esteem in
conjunction with providing opportunities for him to achieve.
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For the case study participants, teachers were shown to have a strong effect in
influencing the reversal of underachievement. This supports other research findings
where the positive effect of an engaged and caring teacher helped reverse
underachievement (Coleman et al., 2015; Emerick, 1992; Rimm & Lovance, 1992a,
1992b; Steenburgen-Hu et al., 2020; Walters, 2008). Teacher influence was
demonstrated through caring for students, communicating in an authentic manner,
presenting content matter in an engaging manner, and having high but realistic
expectations of students.

Recommendations for teacher influence to reverse underachievement in gifted students
include training teachers to recognise the unique needs of gifted students. This is
important because the recognition of needs can be paired with strategies designed to
meet those needs. In addition, it is important to factor in time for teachers to form
positive teacher-student relationships as these relationships can impact “students’
motivation, learning and attitudes toward school” (Bernstein-Yamashiro & Noam, 2013,
p. 18). Due to the commitments for teaching staff – such as preparing lessons, marking,
high level administration – the forming of effective teacher-student relationships can be
reduced.

5.3.4 School support
School support, within this research, was broadly defined as support for the gifted
student within the school environment. This support comes from teachers, teaching
support staff, and was in the form of adjusted curriculum and assessment. This support
was crucial for gifted students who were underachieving, and the findings showed that it
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helped to reverse underachievement in gifted students. For example, when Andromeda
wanted to do year 11 at a local high school, he received significant support from the
school to use the learning support space and the autism classrooms to do some of his
work. In this space he was able to form friendships with some students and was shielded
from the intensity of the mainstream classroom and playground. Similarly, in College,
Andromeda received specific support to assist him to succeed in his learning. This
included doing a reduced load of subjects so that he did not become overwhelmed, and
he had assistance from the Disability Support team. These provisions, along with small
class sizes, allowed Andromeda to thrive and succeed in his studies. The reversal of
underachievement for Andromeda was gradual and influenced by ongoing support from
teachers, assessment adjustments, use of a computer for writing, reduced subject load
per semester, and improved mental health.

Another example was Matt who was not completing set tasks at school, or completing
them at a high standard, and the school was reluctant to give him more challenging tasks
or to accelerate him further. Fortunately, toward the end of the research Matt was
accelerated by two years in literacy which was a relief to him as he did not have to do
the “boring” grade level literacy exercises any more. For Bella, one area of school
support, although short-lived, was the inclusion in the coding program for gifted
students. This was a result of Bella’s cognitive assessment which identified that she was
in the gifted range. This program ended when the teacher left the school.

School support was not a significant factor for Ozzie as he was often identified for his
misbehaviour rather than his learning strengths. However, at school, he was nominated
for the Toastmasters program which recognised his ability in public speaking and he
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was given the opportunity to join with other students to develop his public speaking
skills. Entry to the Toastmasters program was competitive, with students chosen from
the school finals in the public speaking competition. One student for each learning stage
was selected to go through to the program.

In contrast, Unknown Guy received various levels of school support throughout his
years of schooling, mainly influenced by his parents who were strong advocates for his
learning needs. The cognitive assessments that were conducted provided evidence for
the schools to make informed decisions about early entry to school and grade
acceleration. Unknown Guy’s family also engaged the services of a gifted and talented
education adviser who was an expert in their field. The adviser was instrumental in
supporting the family in advocating for Unknown Guy. When provisions were in place,
such as grade acceleration, Unknown Guy felt he was receiving adequate challenge in
the form of an appropriate curriculum even if it was only for a short period. Providing
adequate academic challenge, and a nurturing and supportive learning environment
were key to Unknown Guy’s wellbeing and learning ability. When these were in place,
he was able to reverse underachievement, however, when they were not in place, he
struggled considerably in the classroom and anxiety was a prominent feature in his daily
classroom experience.

Although there was evidence of learning difficulties for Kdog, an IEP had not been put
in place for him as his parents and teachers felt it was important to allow Kdog every
opportunity to develop his handwriting and reading skills in the mainstream classroom
environment. The only obvious provisions put in place for Kdog were being able to use
a computer in years five and six to do writing tasks as dyslexia and writing illegibility
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hindered written expression. This, in a small way, helped to reverse underachievement
as he was able to convey his knowledge using a medium that allowed him to do so.
Also, within the classroom in the year of the research, Kdog had access to a learning
support teacher who would help with some of the tasks that he would generally avoid,
such as literacy tasks.

Within the case studies, it was seen that students had support from teachers, support
staff, external advisers, psychologists, counsellors, and parents. These multi-layers of
support combined in the classroom enabled the case study participants, on the whole, to
prevent or reverse underachievement.

Recommendations for reversing underachievement included training teachers in gifted
education to identify giftedness in students (Lamanna et al. 2020). Similarly, providing
teachers with strategies to design an appropriate curriculum for gifted students to
reverse underachievement was important as this provides academic support in class. An
additional recommendation was to provide support from multiple professionals–- such
as teaching support staff, psychologists, speech therapists and occupational therapists –
and family to facilitate learning and adjustments in class. This combination of support
had been effective in reversing underachievement with the case study participants in this
research.

5.3.5 Parent expectations or support
Parental influence can be an effective resource in reversing underachievement in gifted
students and this was evident for the case study participants within the research.
Examples of influence included provision of the child’s extra-curricular activities,
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advocating for their child within the classroom, and obtaining support outside of the
family unit.

For Bella, it was evident that she was supported in her organisational skills, and
homework by her parents. This usually led to completion of homework which assisted
in the reversal of underachievement. Until Bella was in year five when cognitive testing
occurred, her parents were not aware that she had high ability. Upon recognition of her
ability, they expected more from her school work and Bella rose to meet the
expectations of her parents. As a result, Bella’s mother saw Bella’s grades improve.

Matt was supported by his parents in his learning. His parents sought cognitive testing
when Matt was five years old as they recognised traits that were similar to the way his
father learned as a child. In school, Matt’s parents had occasional meetings with
teaching staff to determine the best ways to support Matt’s engagement in learning and
to help him to meet his potential. Additionally, parental support was provided through
organisational reminders as this was an area for which Matt needed additional support.

Toward the end of the research Unknown Guy was removed from school and was
learning at home. His parents were going through the process of applying for distance
education as the classroom environment was not working for him. At the conclusion of
the research, the approval for distance education had not yet come through but
Unknown Guy was being home schooled and his anxiety was significantly lowered. The
willingness of the parents to support their child to learn in an environment that suited
him – with flexibility in pace, learning content, and learning tools – was effective in
reversing underachievement.
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Based on the findings in relation to reversing underachievement through parental
support it is recommended that teachers and parents partner together to help the student
achieve best outcomes at school. This was shown as effective for Andromeda in his
transition from home schooling to College. Similarly, it is recommended that parents
encourage their child to learn in a variety of environments outside of school – for
example, through extracurricular activities – to achieve success in areas of interests.
This was effective for Bella and Ozzie who were both skilled in sport. Alternative
schooling methods, such as home schooling, should be considered and trialled if the
mainstream classroom is not a good fit for the child. This was effective for Andromeda
and Unknown Guy.

5.3.6 Peer influence
Gifted children are different from their peers in regard to ability and motivation and
some gifted students experience a feeling of isolation because of the mismatch between
their cognitive ability and that of their age peers (Coleman et al., 2015; Cross et al.,
2019). This was the case for Andromeda, who up until he attended College, felt out of
place with his peers. However, at College, he found a place where he fitted and his
skills and knowledge were held in high regard, rather than being derided. Finding an
appropriate learning environment with supportive peers was important for Andromeda
reversing underachievement and being among like-minded peers created a sense of
belonging.

In the year of this research, Ozzie was in a different classroom from his friends. This
moderated Ozzie’s behaviour so that he could engage in learning. In his mid-year school
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report, it was evident that his behaviour had improved as he scored toward the top level
for effort and behaviour, rather than in the middle and lower range in previous reports,
and his academic progress had improved from average to above average. Although he
was still unhappy in the class and was not able to work at his own pace in mathematics
he was beginning to reverse the underachievement.

Recommendations for reversing underachievement through peer influence included
placing gifted student in learning clusters with peers of similar cognitive ability. This
was important because being with like-minded peers can foster a sense of belonging as
was evident for Andromeda. Similarly, creating spaces for gifted students to meet with
other students who share similar extracurricular interests, such as coding and chess, is
important to create a sense of belonging.

5.3.7 Alternative schooling
Home schooling for Andromeda began due to depression and struggles in the classroom
and was recommended by the paediatrician. One benefit of home schooling for
Andromeda was that the repetition of content was reduced and curriculum could be
learnt in his own time and in his own way. Andromeda mentioned that for him, home
schooling was a temporary but effective solution.

At the time of the research, Unknown Guy was in a year five class and was part of the
Academically Gifted (AG) pull-out class at a local school one day a week. In the AG
class, Unknown Guy learned with like-minded peers. Toward the end of the research, he
was home schooled due to his unique learning and emotional needs. Home schooling
meant that Unknown Guy was doing self-directed learning which was crucial for
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learning at the pace and depth that he required which helped to reverse
underachievement.

Due to the asynchronous development of gifted students, alternative methods of
schooling are important so that the needs of gifted students can be met. Home schooling
gifted students can be successful due to its flexibility and the ability to better meet the
individual needs of the gifted student (Caruana, 1998). When home schooling is
flexible, this relieves the pressure of the school environment and the subsequent
homework, allowing the student to work at their own pace and to engage in extracurricular activities (McDonald, 2008). The release of pressure from the school
environment and the added benefit of time for extracurricular activities helped to
reverse underachievement (Emerick, 1992; McDonald, 2008). This was evident for
Andromeda and Unknown Guy.

Recommendations for reversing underachievement through alternative schooling
include supporting parents with educational resources as they help educate their child at
home. Andromeda’s mother commented on how much planning and resources were
needed to home school, which initially was daunting for her. Home schooling is also
beneficial when students are given a voice in what they learn at home and the pace at
which they learn. This contributes to intrinsic motivation.

5.3.8 Medication
Within the case studies, Andromeda and Bella found medication to be helpful in
reversing the effects of underachievement specific to ADHD inattentive type.
Andromeda was aware that medication was not the only factor in helping to reverse
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underachievement, however, medication was a key factor alongside the learning
environment and the teaching style. The combination of medication, environment, and
teaching style enabled Andromeda to succeed in his studies at college. Andromeda’s
mother confirmed that the medication helped form connections in the brain so that
information could be found and retained, helping to make memory complete.

Bella’s mother observed that medication seemed to help the ADHD inattentive type
symptoms in the classroom for Bella. Additionally, school reports before year five
showed difficulties in completing tasks, difficulty listening in class, and poor
organisational skills. Bella was put on medication for ADHD inattentive type and
following this the reading and listening outcomes on the school report confirmed that
the results for attention and effort had changed from “basic” to “sound”, indicating a
rise in attention and focus.

Researchers caution that ADHD can be misdiagnosed in gifted children due to the
overlapping of traits, the limitations of the checklists, and a lack of understanding of
giftedness (Amend & Beljan, 2009; Bishop & Rinn, 2019; Goerss et al., 2006; Hartnett,
et al., 2003; Mullet & Rinn, 2015). However, when appropriately diagnosed, medication
can contribute to the reversal of underachievement in twice exceptional students with
ADHD inattentive type as the medication can allow the student to concentrate and
engage in their work (Wolfle & French, 1990).

Recommendations for reversing underachievement using appropriate medication centres
on educating medical practitioners about the overlapping factors between giftedness and
other traits such as ADHD and autism in order to prevent misdiagnosis. Developing a
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sound understanding of giftedness alongside other traits is important to safeguard the
wellbeing in gifted students so that the appropriate strategies can be implemented.

5.3.9 Self-regulation
Self-regulation is demonstrated through the student acknowledging that deliberate
strategies for learning are beneficial, receiving feedback for the methods used for selfregulation, and having the motivational factors that fuel the desire to use self-regulatory
methods and strategies (Beyaztas & Metin, 2019). Self-regulated learning is an aspect of
self-regulation and is specifically linked to learning and the learning environment
(Oppong et al, 2018). For the gifted students within this research, both self-regulation
and self-regulated learning needed to occur to allow the students to show their potential
and to reverse underachievement.

With self-regulation, Matt was able to show more of his ability and reverse
underachievement as he was able to focus on his school work. Similarly, Ozzie
regulated his behaviour as he was not distracted by others or being a distraction to
others. Bella used motivation as an impetus to self-regulate her learning behaviours as
she wished to do well in certain subjects. Motivation influenced Unknown Guy to use
self-regulation methods and strategies at home as he had autonomy over his learning.
Unknown Guy was able to implement goal setting strategies based on previous material
learned.

To offset the disadvantage caused by poor self-regulation and low self-efficacy, it was
recommended that teaching strategies, particularly for twice exceptional students,
include focusing on their strengths which allow students to use their higher-order
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thinking (Ottone-Cross et al., 2019; Wang & Neihart, 2015). A further recommendation
for all gifted underachieving students includes attention to the development of selfregulation skills.

Self-regulation is linked to motivation and ties in with Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy
(Bandura et al., 2001; Barbier et al., 2019; Oppong et al., 2018) where students are
likely to succeed if they believe that they have the ability to do so. Self-regulation and
self-efficacy are positively correlated (Malpass et al., 1999) and self-regulation – such
as goal setting and monitoring time spent on work – can be taught (Albertson &
Billingsley, 2001; Mooij, 2008). Teaching self-regulation and self-efficacy are positive
strategies for reversing underachievement.

Recommendations for reversing underachievement through self-regulation included
explicit teaching of goal setting strategies. This empowers the student to make choices
in what they learn and how they learn. A further recommendation was to allow a
flexible classroom environment where students can choose where they sit and the pace
at which they learn. This links to autonomy in learning.

5.3.10 Leadership
Bella, whilst described as quiet and softly spoken, showed leadership in computing
which was an area of strength for her. The ability to step up and help was at odds with
her reticent nature, however confidence in her own abilities superseded her shyness and
she was able to lead in the areas that she was confident in.

Ozzie’s leadership was evident in the mathematics class as observed by the researcher
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where he was in a group with two other high ability students. He allocated roles for the
group and took a leading role to help work out the answer for the mathematics problem.
His group accepted his leadership. Leadership skill was also evident in Ozzie’s public
speaking and debating activities which allowed him to speak freely and persuade the
audience with his ideas.

For Bella and Ozzie, leadership ability was developed through the classroom context in
specific academic areas and through the mentoring program Toastmasters. This aligns
with research from Chan (2000) and Bonner et al. (2008) who recognised that academic
and mentoring programs support the leadership development of students. Specifically,
developing leadership ability enabled Bella to overcome her reluctance to speak which
allowed her to show her knowledge, and for Ozzie, it allowed him to excel in an area of
strength. Leadership can be an inborn trait or it can be developed as a result of
environmental factors (Myers & Slavin, 1990). Within the field of leadership, there is
the element of gifted leadership where the leader shows outstanding ability or potential
in this area (Gagné, 2010).

Recommendations for reversing underachievement through leadership development
included embedding leadership opportunities within the classroom curriculum. This was
important as Gagné (2010) highlighted the importance of the social domain of
giftedness which includes leadership, persuasion and influence. Another
recommendation is to provide mentors who model effective leadership. This links to
real world experiences (Maker, 1982) that have direct relevance to developing
leadership talent in gifted students.
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5.3.11 Summary of the reversal of underachievement
The factors that contributed to the reversal of underachievement included an appropriate
curriculum, motivation, extra-curricular activities, teacher influence, school and parent
support, peer influence, alternative schooling, medication, leadership and selfregulation. Whilst these factors can contribute singularly to the reversal of
underachievement, it is often more effective when these factors are combined. For
example, teacher influence is stronger when it is in collaboration with students and
parents (Ford & Antoinette, 1997; Rimm, 2006; Ritchotte et al. 2015). This idea of
interlinking systems fits within Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems theory
where each element – or system – affects the other. When combining the impact of each
of these elements (student, teacher, parent), more effective strategies and supports can
be used to reverse underachievement in gifted students. This was found to be the case
with Andromeda whose parents were strong advocates for their child and worked in
conjunction with teachers to ensure that Andromeda was achieving his academic
potential. In year eight, Andromeda became part of the process in the construction of an
IEP which was put in place to support his learning, and emotional and mental health
needs. The combination of factors means that gifted students can have an environment
where they can work to their potential. This claim was reiterated by Gagné (2010) who
also recognised that a combination of factors is needed to create the ideal environment
where gifts can be developed into talent.

Additionally, the combination of an appropriate curriculum linked to motivation and
contributed to the reversal of underachievement. This was shown to be true for Matt
who had his strengths recognised by the school principal. Similarly, alternative
schooling options were another interlinking factor that combined with parent support,
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and an appropriate curriculum.

5.4 What can be done to prevent gifted underachievement?
The prevention of underachievement appeared to closely align with the factors that
reversed underachievement as they both promoted academic achievement. Within the
case study data, there were multiple recommendations of how to meet the needs of
gifted students and prevent academic underachievement. These recommendations are
shown below (Table 5.2). The data for the recommendations were collected from the
case study participants and included interviews, IQ assessments and reports. These
recommendations are a starting point in the classroom but they are also dependent on
the teacher having an understanding of the needs of gifted students (Lassig, 2009;
McCoach & Siegle, 2007; Tirri, 2017).

Table 5.2
How to meet the needs of gifted students – suggestions from lived experience
Strategy:

Recommended by:

Placement with teachers who have

Andromeda IQ assessment

qualifications in gifted education

Matt IQ assessment

Curriculum compacting and differentiation

Andromeda IQ assessment
Matt IQ assessment
Matt parent interview

Avoid repetition through an individualised

Andromeda IQ assessment

learning program

Matt IQ assessment

Access to a mentor in the area of interest

Andromeda IQ assessment

and strength

Matt IQ assessment

Exposure to above grade level learning

Andromeda IQ assessment

content

Matt IQ assessment
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Monitor the learning situation to ensure

Andromeda IQ assessment

appropriate academic challenge

Matt IQ assessment

Utilise student strengths

Andromeda IQ assessment
Bella parent interview

Understanding sensitivity to stimuli and

Andromeda IQ assessment

distractions

Kdog dyslexia assessment
Ozzie interview 2

Provide opportunities for self-initiated

Matt IQ assessment

learning

Bella WISC assessment

Scaffold learning and use visual cues

Bella WISC assessment

Teach learning strategies, including setting

Bella WISC assessment

realistic goals

Unknown Guy IQ assessment 2
Kdog dyslexia assessment

Early school entrance/grade acceleration

Unknown Guy IQ assessment 1
Matt parent questionnaire

Develop social and emotional wellbeing

Unknown Guy IQ assessment 1
Unknown Guy IQ assessment 2

Alternate learning environments eg

Unknown Guy IQ assessment 2

enrichment programs and extra-curricular

Bella parent email

activities
Extra time for assessments

Andromeda IQ assessment
Kdog dyslexia assessment

Present work in an alternate format

Kdog dyslexia assessment

Flexibility and creativity in lesson content

Ozzie interview 2

and structure

Kdog interview 1
Andromeda observation
Matt observation

Rewards

Matt interview 2
Kdog interview 2

Engagement in school, which correlated with the prevention of underachievement,
198

included emotional, behavioural and cognitive factors. This was supported in the
research by Hwang et al. (2014), Landis and Reschly (2013) and Shapiro (2011). When
these factors, which are unique to each individual gifted student, are met then
underachievement is prevented. Specific examples of how to meet the emotional,
behavioural and cognitive needs are provided in Table 5.2 by the case study participants
and their networks and include having supportive home and school environments, and
frequent monitoring of student engagement in their learning. Of these recommendations,
having an appropriate curriculum was key to preventing underachievement so that
students did not become bored and drop out of school. This is reinforced by other
research in this field (Landis & Reschly, 2013; Rimm & Lovance, 1992a). The factors
preventing underachievement are closely linked to the reversal of underachievement.
However, the prevention of underachievement is the desired goal so that students
remain engaged in their learning. This means that gifted students can learn without
being subject to boredom and an inappropriate curriculum which jeopardises their
chance to succeed in their studies and future careers.

5.4.1 Voice of lived experience
5.4.1.1 Parents
Parents of the gifted case study participants were passionate advocates for their child’s
educational, social and emotional needs. Parent recommendations on how to prevent
underachievement were focused on providing an appropriate curriculum for gifted
students which included differentiating the curriculum, promoting an understanding of
giftedness and twice exceptionality, and engaging other students with tolerant attitudes
toward gifted students. These recommendations were based on the parents’ lived
experience of supporting a gifted child.
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The lived experience of giftedness and twice exceptionality was important to consider
as the families of gifted students have insight into how academic underachievement can
be reversed and prevented, and in many cases, the parents have knowledge of strategies
that have worked for their child. Parents within the research indicated that
understanding the needs of gifted students was important, including the need for typical
students to be tolerant and understanding of the unique behaviours and viewpoints of
gifted and twice exceptional students.

The learning needs of gifted students included utilising student strengths, and
acceptance of sensitivity to stimuli. Frustration was felt by some parents who perceived
that the learning needs of their child were not met. Parental frustration was channelled
into continuing advocacy for their child’s needs through establishing and maintaining
positive parent-teacher relationships, and through self-education about giftedness and
appropriate strategies to meet the needs of gifted students.

5.4.1.2 Students
Students are a genuine and appropriate source of information regarding
underachievement and the reversal and prevention of underachievement as they have
insight into the gifted mind (Coleman et al., 2015; Emerick, 1992). The following
paragraphs focus on the advice that gifted students give to teachers as strategies for
preventing underachievement. In addition Table 5.3 shows where the case study
participants were at in the continuum of achievement and factors that may have
influenced their recommendations.
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Table 5.3
Profile of case study participants and the continuum of achievement
Name of student

Achievement

Influencing factors

Andromeda

Reversed underachievement

Alternative schooling
Working at own pace
Like-minded peers

Bella

Matt

Ozzie

Unknown Guy

Beginning stages of reversal of

Working in areas of

underachievement

strength

Beginning stages of reversal of

Access to an appropriately

underachievement

challenging curriculum

Beginning stages of reversal of

Working in areas of

underachievement

strength

Reversing underachievement

Alternative schooling
Working at own pace
Working in areas of
interest

Kdog

Beginning stages of reversal of

Support for preferred

underachievement

learning style

Andromeda recognised that individual students learn in unique ways which need to be
supported in the classroom. He suggested that curriculum content needs to be
personalised for the students so that each student can learn in the way that they learn
best. This related to Andromeda, who whilst being gifted, still struggled with timed
questions and working with large amounts of work. He was capable of performing at a
high standard but needed the right conditions to do so.
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Andromeda recommended engaging students by finding out what they were interested
in and using that as a strategy to support learning. He recognised this as a way of
keeping gifted students interested in and focused on the topic. Matt agreed, saying that
working with strengths and interests was a way of reversing and preventing
underachievement. Kdog thought that working in areas of interest would prevent and
reverse underachievement. Engaging student interest is linked to goal valuation which
refers to tasks or goals that are determined as worthwhile (Barbier et al., 2019).

Differentiation of quality activities was suggested by the case study participants to help
reverse and prevent underachievement. Differentiation of the lesson content extended to
the HSC exams where Andromeda recommended that gifted students have an alternate
method for doing the HSC to allow for the strengths and interests of gifted senior
students. Similarly, Ozzie recommended differentiating the curriculum to engage
student interest. He gave an example from his year six class where he and other high
ability students were briefly allowed to do above-grade mathematics which was
challenging and enjoyable. This illustrates the need for a challenging curriculum,
particularly in the area of student interest (Fong & Kremer, 2020; Fox et al., 2010).
Ozzie also recommended extension work for students who finished earlier. This aligned
with Andromeda’s comments about having appropriate work for gifted students.

Differentiation of learning tools was important to Bella who said that underachievement
could be reversed or prevented by having effective learning tools such as eBooks and
audio books in the classroom. Listening to music whilst working on tasks was another
suggestion as this would allow greater focus since all other distractions are filtered out.
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Allowing students to utilise their own learning strategies – such as listening to music
while working – aligns with a strengths-based approach to education. This is important
because Baum et al. (2001) noted that students who are twice exceptional often
experienced frustration from an early age as their weaknesses were often remediated,
yet their strengths were not supported.

Autonomous learning, another aspect of differentiation, was important to Bella who
suggested that a teacher-free day was a method to prevent underachievement. For Bella,
a teacher-free day meant that the learning could be student-led with minimal input from
the teacher. This method allows students to work at the depth and complexity that they
wish, and if it is a subject that they struggle in then they are not continually focusing on
areas that give them trouble as students can choose another task. This is important from
Bella’s point of view who, with dyslexia, spent the majority of class time focusing on
her learning difficulties. Similarly, Kdog thought that autonomous learning would be
beneficial for preventing underachievement.

As part of autonomous learning and combatting absenteeism, it was recommended that
teachers have access to contextualised re-engagement strategies which include having
an awareness of the unique needs of gifted students within their classroom. Some
students may require additional breaks to remain in school and when teachers are aware
of student needs they can factor in time for breaks as needed. This was important for
Bella and Andromeda who had ADHD inattentive type and needed breaks between
learning. Further recommendations included providing an appropriately challenging
curriculum that is tailored to student strengths and interests, and collaboration with
parents, caregivers and teaching staff to help the student to attend school and to manage
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the school environment.

Recognition of emotional needs was important for Andromeda who recommended that
teachers be aware of this in their students. This aligned with Andromeda’s need for
additional support, particularly through years six, seven and eight when he admitted that
his disengagement and falling grades were a sign of emotional difficulties. Unknown
Guy also wanted to create awareness of the unique emotional needs of gifted students.
Misunderstandings about Unknown Guy’s emotional needs resulted in difficulties at
school and lead to exiting mainstream schooling to be home schooled. The literature
shows that gifted students often feel alone, socially isolated, or misunderstood
(Coleman et al., 2015; Gross, 2006). Giving value to student voice as the lived
experience of giftedness is crucial to understanding the richer inner life of gifted
students (Coleman et al., 2015).

To deflect emotional issues in the classroom, it was recommended that teachers were
educated in the emotional and social needs of gifted and twice exceptional students. The
parents of the case study participants, as well as Andromeda, were clear in voicing this
recommendation which was based on experiences at school. Additionally, it was
recommended that a safe place is designated in or near the classroom for the student to
de-escalate their emotions and that students have access to strategies that explicitly
teach emotional self-regulation. Teaching emotional self-regulation was effective for
Unknown Guy who knew how to de-escalate strong emotions by going to a quiet space,
tensing his body, and waiting for calm to return.
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5.4.2 Summary of the prevention of underachievement
Preventing underachievement can occur through a differentiated curriculum,
autonomous learning, diverse teaching strategies and having a positive teacher,
according to the gifted students in the research. The lived experience of gifted students
gave insight into what was needed to prevent underachievement and many of the
strategies align with the literature. Understanding the emotional needs of gifted students
is essential and this learning can be taught in pre-service teacher training and in-service
professional development at schools as part of the scheduled professional development
for staff (Fraser-Seeto et al., 2015; Lassig, 2009).

Within the voice of lived experience, interlinking factors were recognised as important
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979), and it was seen how crucial the partnership among parent,
teacher and student was to create a successful learning environment and prevent
underachievement. The individual in Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems
Theory is not a passive recipient of the factors that shape their development. The
individual can choose to shape their own development through informed choices.

5.5 Chapter Summary
The voice of lived experience can be vital to understanding academic underachievement
and the reversal and prevention of underachievement in gifted students. The wealth of
knowledge of the parents and families of gifted students, combined with students’
unique insights form the basis of recommendations for best practice in the classroom
which include providing an appropriately challenging and relevant curriculum, and
educating teachers on giftedness and twice exceptionality.
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The major themes within chapter five included the factors that contributed to
underachievement for the case study participants. These factors included an
inappropriate curriculum, boredom, poor self-efficacy and poor self-regulation, peer
influence, absenteeism, behavioural issues and social difficulties. In addition, some of
the case study participants experienced emotional difficulties, and issues with
handwriting. The factors that helped to reverse underachievement included an
appropriate curriculum, motivation, teacher influence and school support, parent
influence, peer influence, leadership, medication, and effective self-regulation. It is
important to note that some of these factors overlap – such as curriculum and peer
influence – and that the management of the issue can determine whether it is a
contributing factor to underachievement or the reversal of underachievement.

The following chapter outlines the findings of phase two of the research. The online,
anonymous survey captured the understanding of teachers regarding giftedness,
underachievement, and the reversal of underachievement.
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Chapter 6: Phase Two Findings and Discussion
This chapter focused on phase two of data collection which explored teacher
understanding of giftedness, underachievement, and strategies to reverse
underachievement. Teacher knowledge of these concepts was extrapolated from an
anonymous survey sent to school principals throughout NSW (see chapter 3). This
survey was informed by the findings in phase one with micro- and mesosystems in turn
being impacted by the exosystem (larger teacher population) in phase two
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The significance of this chapters lies in its link to
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theory where each system affects the other.

6.1 Demographics
One hundred and forty teacher-participants accessed the survey, although ten
participants did not attempt the survey beyond the opening page, leaving 130
participants completing the bulk of the survey. The following sections will outline
information about the participants, including prior training in gifted education. Beyond
that, the findings of each hypothetical student scenario will be explored.

In NSW, there are more primary schools than secondary schools across all sectors
where 50% of the schools are primary schools. Secondary schools comprised 20% of
schools in NSW, and 29% of schools were combined schools (primary and secondary).
A small number of schools are kindergarten schools (1 %). Of the teachers who
completed the survey, 78% of participants were secondary teachers (n=102), and 22%
of participants were primary teachers (n=28).
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Government schools were the predominant type of school, comprising 58% of the
responses, with Independent schools following at 38% of the responses. Catholic school
participation was 2% of the responses and ‘other’ types of schools were 2% of the
responses. Additionally, 65% of schools were in the metropolitan (Greater Sydney) area and
regional NSW schools comprised 28% of the participant population. Rural schools in NSW
contributed to 6% of responses. Regional and rural were defined by the participants who
selected the area that best represented their school region.

Of the 130 survey participants, 52% of teachers had completed training in gifted
education and of those who had training, 16% completed training at the undergraduate
level (n=11) and 27% of teachers completed training at the postgraduate level (n=19).
Postgraduate training (Table 6.1) was split into the categories of Graduate Certificate,
Masters, PhD, and other. Other refers to any type of training that was not previously
listed and was not under the umbrella of in-service professional development. The
remainder of teachers completed training in gifted education through professional
development (n=55%).

Table 6.1
Postgraduate training in gifted education
Type of postgraduate training in gifted

% of respondents

Number of respondents

Graduate certificate

36.84%

7

Masters

57.89%

11

PhD

0.00%

0

education
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Other

5.26%

1

Total

100%

19

6.2 Hypothetical student scenarios
The teacher survey contained four hypothetical student scenarios designed to encourage
teachers to answer questions about aspects of giftedness, underachievement, and
reversing underachievement (see Appendix 6). Reversing underachievement was
reframed as motivating students to achieve their potential.

In the following sections, each of the hypothetical student scenarios in the teacher
survey will be discussed.

6.2.1 Hypothetical scenario: Cassie
Cassie’s hypothetical scenario (see Appendix 6) was based on the Neihart and Betts
(2010) profile: Type II Creative. The Type II Creative student is characterised by high
levels of creativity, boredom, challenges to authority, and conflict with peers. The
Cassie hypothetical scenario utilised the Type II Creative profile to investigate whether
teachers understood that high achievement may not be evident in gifted students.
Cassie’s non-participation is evidence of selective achievement, disengagement from
learning, and the need for tasks with real-world application. Cassie shows creative
strengths through intricate sketching which she does to the exclusion of other activities.

6.2.1.1 Do you think Cassie is gifted? Why/why not?
For the question “Do you think Cassie is gifted?”, the yes responses accounted for 38%
of the respondents, the no responses to 9% of responses, and 53% of respondents were
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unsure. The high percentage for the category of unsure is partly due to the way the
categories were coded (as “unsure” was attributed to those who used moderating words
such as “perhaps”, “maybe”, “possibly”) and partly due to the behaviour of Cassie
herself who did not consistently show high levels of performance, which is seen as an
indicator of giftedness. The findings for the participants who said yes to this question
(n=36) revealed the ability to recognise gifted traits in Cassie. Teachers recognised traits
such as the complexity of Cassie’s sketching: “Yes because the sketching of intricate
images displays her abstract and complex thinking” (Survey, #11) and “Cassie is gifted
in art, drawing intricate images – highly creative” (Survey, #29).

Further gifted traits included Cassie’s non-compliance with class activities. One teacher
wrote, “she is not motivated by the competition that engages her age peers” (Survey,
#54). This trait aligns with the Neihart and Betts (2010) profile where gifted students
will not engage in work or class activity if it does not suit their learning needs. In this
way, giftedness was recognised through disengagement in learning, partially due to an
inappropriate curriculum. One teacher wrote that Cassie “may not wish to become
involved because she does not respond to extrinsic rewards but is more motivated by
intrinsic ones” (Survey, #13) and “gifted, under-challenged students can be resistant to
engage for a number of reasons, especially in group work” (Survey, #47). A teacher
wrote “the fact that she doesn’t engage and join in might mean that she is not engaging
in the lesson as it isn’t challenging her thinking” (Survey, #50) and another commented
that “she is disinterested or bored [and] she may feel like she is not being challenged
enough” (Survey, #34).

Whilst many teachers were able to recognise traits of giftedness, others seemed to
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interpret a more limited view of giftedness. For example, they either equated it with
having high ability in several domains, or they attributed ability in creative domains as
talent rather than giftedness. One participant noted that Cassie “is obviously talented at
drawing and dislikes the performance pressure of competition…none of these anecdotes
are enough to label Cassie as gifted” (Survey, #70). This diversity reflects the varied
definitions of giftedness, however, within NSW, the terms gifted and talented are
aligned with Gagné’s (2010) DMGT, which proposes that giftedness is the potential that
can be developed into talent.

Another confusion relating to giftedness was the concept of motivation. One teacher
wrote that Cassie was not gifted because she “is not confident” (Survey, #44). Another
teacher wrote that Cassie was not gifted because “in my experience gifted children are
keen to give things a go and are interested in new challenges” (Survey, #89). These
examples demonstrate that a small number of teachers (n=6) presumed that giftedness
was equivalent to high achievement and compliance. For example, “Cassie shows signs
of not being gifted. She is not engaged in her work” (Survey, #35).

6.2.1.2 Do you think Cassie is underachieving? Why/why not?
At the beginning of the teacher survey, underachievement was defined as a significant
discrepancy between potential and performance. Responses to the question about Cassie
and underachievement highlighted a lack of understanding about what
underachievement is, despite the definition provided at the beginning of the survey.
Teacher respondents often focused on academic achievement as an indicator of
giftedness and were unsure when the giftedness related to other domains. For example,
a teacher wrote “Cassie might be gifted in drawing but with given information I can’t
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assess about her literacy and numeracy” (Survey, #33). The “gifted in drawing” was
discounted because it did not involve academic activity. The definition of
underachievement appeared to be dependent on teacher understanding of the student’s
achievement in relation to academic activities rather than the discrepancy between
potential and performance.

Non-participation in the class activity was cited as a reason for labelling Cassie as
underachieving. This was a significant concern for teachers (n=57), eliciting comments
such as Cassie “is underachieving as she isn’t involved in the class activities” (Survey,
#90) and “Cassie is underachieving due to the lack of participating in class competition
and isolating herself” (Survey, #20). Other teachers elaborated on the non-participation
theme, writing, “If Cassie refuses to participate it is difficult to see what level she is
achieving at in this particular task” (Survey, #16) and “as she will not complete the task
and an accurate indication of her true ability will not be represented” (Survey, #34).
Non-participation meant that the teacher could not measure the student’s ability.

Of the teachers who indicated that Cassie was underachieving, some teachers (n=3)
linked underachievement and disengagement to boredom, writing that “she seems to be
bored and not challenged with the class competition” (Survey, #8) and “she is not
feeling challenged” (Survey, #11). One teacher suggested that “It could also be that the
way in which the activity is set up is actually failing Cassie rather than the other way
around” (Survey, #13). Recognising the factors leading to classroom disengagement is
important and can be overcome by “looking for alternative ways to differentiate the
activity to meet Cassie’s learning needs” (Survey, #13).
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Finally, teachers (n=16) wrote about their perception of Cassie’s attitude toward class
work. As Cassie was not engaging in the class activity, teachers perceived an “obvious
disdain” (Survey, #61), “apathy” (Survey, #6) and that “she might simply be having a
‘bad day’” (Survey, #95). Another teacher wrote that Cassie “sulks when things do not
go her way” (Survey, #9). Negative perceptions of Cassie’s attitude have the potential to
feed into teacher attitude towards the student. If the teacher develops a negative attitude
toward a student, this can indirectly contribute to further underachievement.

6.2.1.3 How would you motivate Cassie to learn?
This question was framed through the lens of research question two “what factors
contribute to the reversal of underachievement?” where studies have shown that
motivation helps to reverse underachievement (McCoach & Flake, 2018; Richer, 2012).
Teachers responded with strategies to reverse underachievement through differentiation,
working with strengths and interests, socialisation and wellbeing, and forming a positive
teacher-student relationship.

Differentiation allows teachers to engage students in classroom learning. Teachers
(n=11) recognised this and wrote that “I would differentiate the task to ensure her
learning styles are met while also challenging her intellectually” (Survey, #8) and “I
was thinking by giving her some higher order thinking tasks and some challenging
questions, can certainly motivate her to achieve” (Survey, #11). Other teachers
recognised that pre-testing would be beneficial (Survey, #71) as would collaboration
strategies such as “a Jigsaw activity” (Survey, #96) so that appropriate differentiation
could occur. Additionally, differentiation was suggested as an individual approach
where teachers could make the task “more individual” (Survey, #37) or allow Cassie “to
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work individually” (Survey, #14) or similarly, with the “option to work independently”
(Survey, #91). Working with student strengths is important in helping to reverse
underachievement.

Within this survey question, teachers noted the idea of working with student strengths
and interests (n=45). As Cassie was sketching intricate images instead of participating
in classwork, teachers recommended incorporating sketching or artwork in the class
activity. Teachers wrote “appreciate what she is good at and encourage her to develop
new skills” (Survey, #18), “ask Cassie how she could use her drawing skills to help win
in the competition” (Survey, #7) and “try to incorporate her artistic interest into the
class activities” (Survey, #30).

Other teachers (n=9) suggested combining Cassie’s strengths in art with attempts to
socially participate where she “might be encouraged to use sketches while working with
the group” (Survey, #14) and “Cassie needs to be offered the opportunity to choose a
partner of like ability” (Survey, #39). Furthermore, teachers advocated for social
inclusion as a way of reversing underachievement, where Cassie could be paired “with
well thought out partners” (Survey, #45), be taught the “importance of group work and
improving her social skills” (Survey, #17) and “building social connections with peers
and a feeling of belonging to the class” (Survey, #86).

A small number of teachers (n=11) were concerned that Cassie’s social isolation and
non-participation were wellbeing issues. They suggested investigating “if there is a
wellbeing issue” (Survey, #85) or, similarly, stating that there is a wellbeing issue that
“needs to be investigated and addressed” (Survey, #40). These comments were valid in
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that poor wellbeing can affect a student’s capacity to perform academically (RonksleyPavia & Townend, 2017).

To reverse underachievement, teachers (n=14) suggested forming a positive teacherstudent connection through taking an interest in the student, providing encouragement
and offering support. One teacher wrote that they would “build a positive relationship
with Cassie and try and understand what her strengths are” (Survey, #41). Other
teachers suggested getting “to know her more” (Survey, #45) and being “committed to
learning more about her to develop an understanding of her motivation for learning”
(Survey, #49). Likewise, asking questions of Cassie (Survey, #44) as well as the teacher
providing instructions in visual form (Survey, #21) were suggested to reverse
underachievement.

6.2.2 Hypothetical scenario: Rachel
Rachel’s hypothetical scenario (see Appendix 6) was a deliberate non-gifted scenario
that played to the myths and misconceptions about giftedness, that is, Rachel was
compliant, neat and a teacher-pleaser in the classroom, and she achieved reasonable
grades. It was important to determine whether teachers could recognise giftedness, and
conversely non-giftedness, in students so that appropriate teaching strategies can be
implemented. Therefore, teachers who indicated “yes” to Rachel being gifted may have
limited understanding and knowledge of what giftedness is and what the traits look like
in the classroom.

6.2.2.1 Do you think Rachel is gifted? Why/why not?
Survey responses to this question indicated that 11% of respondents believed that
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Rachel was gifted, 48% of respondents indicated that Rachel was not gifted, and 41%
were unsure. Diverse understandings of giftedness were reflected in the survey
responses: “Rachel is gifted as her organisation skill is brilliant which was shown by
‘neatest handwriting’ as well as ‘volunteer to tidy up the papers from the lesson’”
(Survey, #19) and her “‘intent listening’ may be an indicator of giftedness” (Survey,
#9). Other responses where teachers believed Rachel was gifted included traits of
“motivation” (Survey, #74) and being “engaged in the classroom” (Survey, #44).

Other ideas about giftedness included a response that Rachel was not gifted “as she is
not showing maturity” (Survey, #16). Even though Rachel was not gifted, the teacher’s
reasoning disregards the asynchrony of gifted students. Another teacher stated that
Rachel was not gifted as “the gifted students show good mathematical and analytical
skills” (Survey, #10). This reason also reflects confusion about giftedness as not all
gifted students are gifted in mathematics and analytics or have high levels of maturity.

The majority of survey responses that recognised that Rachel was not gifted (n=44)
were founded on the knowledge that compliance and hard work were not indicators of
giftedness. Teachers responded that “there is no evidence that she is gifted. She is an
organised student who presents work well and follows instructions” (Survey, #14), and
“she is mostly likely a teacher pleaser who has been encouraged to do the things that
make her get ‘rewards’ in the classroom” (Survey, #58). The clearest response was
“compliance doesn’t mean giftedness” (Survey, #47). The responses of teachers who
recognised that Rachel was not gifted focused on intellectual capacity rather than
teacher pleasing.
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6.2.2.2 Do you think Rachel is underachieving? Why/why not?
The teachers who were aware of what underachievement is, recognised that Rachel was
“happy achieving at her own level and pace” (Survey, #5) and “she seems to be trying
to do her best” (Survey, #23). These teachers acknowledged that there was no evidence
of a significant discrepancy between potential and performance. However, other
respondents believed that Rachel was underachieving because she was not performing
at an average level in mathematics. One teacher wrote “she seems to struggle with
mathematical concepts other than being shy. This makes her an underachiever” (Survey,
#11), and another wrote “she is almost certainly underachieving in Maths if she
struggles with mathematical concepts” (Survey, #41). The idea of below average
performance in class was equated with underachievement. This does not take into
account the student’s own level of potential which could be below the class average. If
she was performing at her potential, then there is no underachievement.

Socialisation was another focus of this question where Rachel was believed to be
underachieving as she was not socialising with age-peers. Teachers (n=11) believed that
Rachel was underachieving “due to her extreme shyness” (Survey, #12), from “hanging
out with younger kids” (Survey, #37), and “underachieving due to social selection of
younger students” (Survey, #78). Social issues were a major concern for respondents
with suggestions for support as “her issues lie with socialisation. This can be addressed”
(Survey, #90).

6.2.2.3 How would you motivate Rachel to learn?
Differentiation was supported by teachers (n=19) as a method for motivating Rachel to
learn. One teacher wrote “I would give her opportunities to learn more complex ideas
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and present these ideas in group work, which will help her build social skills within the
classroom” (Survey, #8) and another observed that “she needs additional
support/differentiation” (Survey, #29). Other teachers indicated that they would offer
“Rachel the opportunity to verbalise, or explain in written form, her mathematical
understanding” (Survey, #70) and “ensure work is in Rachel’s Zone of Proximal
Development” (Survey, #81).

A small number of teachers (n=5) advised that an assessment to identify learning
difficulties would be appropriate to support Rachel in her learning. One teacher wrote
that they would “assess her for learning difficulties and make appropriate plans to
manage any that are discovered” (Survey, #27) and another said they would “work with
medical professionals to investigate the possible discrepancy between her commitment
to learning and her challenges with mathematical concepts” (Survey, #57).

Motivating Rachel through socialisation was a major theme as teachers (n=45) were
concerned that Rachel was spending time with younger peers rather than peers of the
same age. Teachers said they would “actively work to help Rachel develop a friendship”
(Survey, #81), “encourage her parents to increase the play dates she has with her peers”
(Survey, #62), “pair her up with someone who is friendly and confident in maths”
(Survey, #25) and “encourage her to work with others to build confidence and
friendships” (Survey, #35).

Similarly, socialisation tied in with the theme of wellbeing within the survey (n=6) and
a teacher wrote that “Rachel can be motivated by developing her social and emotional
skills” (Survey, #12). Another teacher saw the need “to keep building her confidence”
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(Survey, #55). “Exercise, sleep and nutrition” (Survey, #65) were also advised, as was
contacting the “Year Adviser [who] should be alerted for possible welfare support in
consultation with the family” (Survey, #78).

As well as welfare, a positive teacher-student connection was seen as important.
Teachers (n=8) wrote about getting “to know her and what motivates her” (Survey, #43)
and to “build a rapport with her to gain her confidence…Give praise to her personally
and if appropriate in front of the class. Send her successes home to share with family”
(Survey, #84). Teacher-student connection extended to encouraging “her to seek help
whenever necessary” (Survey, #18) and “ask her to teach maths she knows to the
younger friends” (Survey, #15). Lastly, “Rachel’s willingness to volunteer suggests she
is motivated by praise and attention from her teachers. Using constructive praise would
be helpful for motivating her” (Survey, #79). By forming a positive teacher-student
connection, motivation for learning and a reversal of underachievement can occur.

6.2.3 Hypothetical scenario: Daniel
Daniel’s hypothetical scenario (Appendix 6) was based on a blend of student traits and
strengths from the previous case studies in this research. The disruptive and
confrontational nature of Daniel’s behaviour was selected to determine if teachers could
identify giftedness as a result of a student’s behaviour. Parent nomination of giftedness
was included because studies show that parents are often aware of their child’s
giftedness (Hodge & Kemp, 2006) whereas teachers may be inclined to dismiss a
parent’s nomination of giftedness in their child. The discrepancy between the parents’
claim that Daniel has high ability and assessment of his performance was an indicator of
underachievement and required further investigation. Daniel’s strong verbal ability was
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an indicator of giftedness and was included in the description to alert teachers to
potential giftedness.
6.2.3.1 Do you think Daniel is gifted? Why/why not?
Responses to this question indicated that 36% of teachers thought that Daniel was
gifted, 10% of teachers did not think Daniel was gifted, and 54% of respondents were
unsure. Of the teachers who did not recognise giftedness in Daniel, their reasoning was
“I do not think Daniel has shown that he is gifted as he is performing at the class
average” (Survey, #15), he “can not [sic] show giftedness through assessment” (Survey,
#21), “he is not achieving very high marks” (Survey, #33) and “he appears unruly”
(Survey, #14). These viewpoints focus on academic achievement which overlooks the
possibility of underachievement due to boredom with the curriculum, and his poor
classroom behaviour. Additionally, one teacher wrote that “there would need to be
documented evidence given from his parents, from a childhood psychologist or other
medical professional to help ascertain whether he truly was gifted” (#12). This comment
links to equity issues as it does not consider that the classroom teacher may not refer the
student to the school counsellor, the potential lack of financial resources for external
counselling, or the amount of time involved in gaining a diagnosis from a professional
outside of school.

Other teachers (n=60) recognised from the hypothetical student scenario that Daniel
demonstrated gifted traits which included boredom, verbal precocity and strong logic.
Boredom was recognised as a trait of giftedness due to a lack of challenge in the
curriculum. One teacher wrote “he is bored. Needs attention and stimulation” (Survey,
#4), while another wrote “he is probably bored with the content learnt in class and this
is why he is being disruptive” (Survey, #23). Daniel uses his boredom to channel his
220

energy through his strong verbal ability and creating persuasive arguments as to why he
does not need to complete class tasks. Teachers recognised his verbal ability as a trait of
giftedness and wrote that “Daniel is gifted as he has a strong verbal ability” (Survey,
#19) and “he has a strong verbal ability and can show great persuasive arguments. This
shows he has the thinking capacity and the verbal skills” (Survey, #83). Further gifted
traits were recognised which included his “strong logical thinking skills” (Survey, #17),
and “displaying signs that the work is too easy for him” (Survey, #32).

Teachers (n=5) recognised that “his parents know he has a high ability” (Survey, #48)
and that “the work is too easy for him” (Survey, #32). Parent nomination has long been
one of the tools for identifying giftedness (Hodge & Kemp, 2006) as parents know their
child well. Parental knowledge of their child’s ability needs to be supported by schools
so that teachers are prepared to accept parent reports and work with the family to
provide an appropriate academic curriculum.

6.2.3.2 Do you think Daniel is underachieving? Why/why not?
A small number of teachers (n=3) indicated that Daniel was not underachieving because
“his marks are not too atrocious” (Survey, #33), “his scores are average” (Survey, #59),
and “he just has difficulty to sit still and concentrate” (Survey, #38). These comments
focus on academic grades – normed to the average of the class – instead of Daniel’s
individual potential. Additionally, the final comment focuses on behaviour. With this
viewpoint, any possibility of giftedness and underachievement is not considered
because his behaviour does not conform to the idea of how a gifted child would behave.

Of the teachers who recognised underachievement in Daniel (n=63), there were three
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distinct categories. The first was recognition of underachievement due to an
inappropriate curriculum. Within this category, teachers wrote that Daniel “doesn’t
appear to be putting much effort into assessment work” (Survey, #2), “his ability is not
translating into all tasks due to his average results” (Survey, #6), and “the academic
results that Daniel has received indicate that he has been underachieving. However, it is
possible that the work that is being set for Daniel is not quite reaching his level of
ability” (Survey, #12). Further comments illustrated the effect of an inappropriate
curriculum and how it translates into boredom, disruptive behaviour and the need for
“more stimulation” (Survey, #36).

The second category of underachievement was linked to social issues and mental health.
One teacher wrote that Daniel was “not in the right cohort and is showing the signs of
feeling isolated” (Survey, #10). This is similar to another teacher’s comment citing that
Daniel may be “limited by a mental health issue” (Survey, #58). Overall wellbeing can
impact on student academic performance, potentially leading to underachievement.

The third category of underachievement was based on behavioural issues where “Daniel
is underachieving due to the fact that his behaviour is disruptive and this has caused him
to receive an average mark in his assessment tasks” (Survey, #19). Teachers recognised
that his confrontational and fidgety behaviour impacted on his ability to engage in and
complete assessment tasks, resulting in “average results” (Survey, #50). One teacher
suggested that “there needs to be a meeting with his family to discuss appropriate, safe
behaviours in class i.e. staying in his seat, following directions of the teacher and
respectful behaviour” (Survey, #73), however a change in behaviour will often not
occur until an appropriate curriculum has been implemented alongside a positive
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teacher-student relationship.

6.2.3.3 How would you motivate Daniel to learn?
Suggested strategies for reversing underachievement fell into a number of categories:
assessment for ability or behaviour; parental involvement; rules or behaviour
modification; differentiation; wellbeing; and teacher-student connection.

Assessments for ability or behaviour were suggested by teachers (n=18) as a method of
motivating Daniel. In regard to ability, teachers wrote that “his level of understanding
needs to be properly tested” (Survey, #10) and “he may also need to be tested for
giftedness to see if he is underachieving on purpose because he is not being challenged
enough” (Survey, #15). The recognition that his potential, or ability, needs to be
discovered corresponds with the earlier findings on how an inappropriate curriculum
can contribute to underachievement. One method of assessing his ability would be to
“off level test Daniel…to demonstrate to teachers what he can achieve” (Survey, #46).
This method can be effective for students who have reached the ceiling of the gradelevel testing. In regard to Daniel’s behaviour, teachers suggested that “he may need to
be referred to the school counsellor or a behavioural specialist (Survey, #15) and to
“work one on one with him to control his behaviour” (Survey, #38). The results of the
assessments could be used to create an “IEP [and] adjustments in the classroom”
(Survey, #53).

The link between assessment and parental involvement (n=8) was clear through
responses such as “first talking to his parents as his level of understanding needs to be
properly tested” (Survey, #10) and “a talk with his parents and his childhood
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psychologist or other medical professional could help find some ways that work”
(Survey, #12). Parents are key to creating success for Daniel in the classroom, both with
academic achievement and behavioural modifications. One teacher said that they would
“speak to parents about behaviour” (Survey, #80) and another said they could get a
“better understanding of his passions and strengths through conversation with the
parents” (Survey, #55).

In conjunction with the parents, a behavioural modification plan (n=13) would be put in
place in the classroom. This would include establishing “clear classroom rules” (Survey,
#5), and looking at “what triggers Daniel’s behaviour and try and remove those
triggers” (Survey, #6). In addition, “provide Daniel with more complex, abstract tasks,
monitor class control and behaviour under new work conditions” (Survey, #46). Linking
an appropriate curriculum with explicit behavioural expectations may foster
engagement in the curriculum and circumvent the behavioural issues. Another teacher
wrote that they would use management strategies for his distractibility, such as using
“moldable plaster” (Survey, #65) to provide an outlet for his energy and limited focus.

Differentiation (n=46) was important in reversing underachievement as Daniel learnt at
a different pace to his age-peers. A teacher recommended motivating Daniel by
allowing him “to sit and work on the task…at his own pace” (Survey, #24) which linked
to differentiation through adjustment to the environment. One teacher would provide
“higher order questions” (Survey, #29) thus providing abstraction and complexity
(Maker, 1982) whilst another wrote that Daniel would be allowed “to have a voice in his
own learning” (Survey, #48) which equates to student-led learning. Recognition of the
frustration of engaging with concepts already mastered was noted and that teachers
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would “stop asking him to complete repetitive tasks – let him move on” (Survey, #61).
This is important because gifted students require less repetition than their class peers
(Bailey, 2004).

Eliminating an inappropriate curriculum and needless repetition contributes to overall
student wellbeing, which was another area that was suggested for reversing
underachievement. Wellbeing could be enhanced through “lots of fitness breaks”
(Survey, #39), “exercise, sleep and nutrition” (Survey, #60), and giving “Daniel the
chance to be more active in class” (Survey, #18). Recognising the need for physical
movement links to the occurrence of the high levels of energy sometimes demonstrated
by gifted students (Piechowski, 2006; Silverman, 2009). Working with strengths and
interests ties into providing opportunities for physical movement during class,
particularly for Daniel who is highly active, and teachers suggested finding “out his
passion” (Survey, #22), allowing “him to a have a voice in his own learning” (Survey,
#48) and determining what motivates Daniel “by asking him” (Survey, #67).

Lastly, engaging in a positive teacher-student relationship was recommended by
teachers (n=10) as “without relationship it is difficult if not impossible to work with
disengaged students” (Survey, #76). Strategies for forming a positive teacher-student
relationship included “know how he likes to learn” (Survey, #4), “show I have his
interests at heart and am trying to improve his chance to learn” (Survey, #43) and “pay
more attention to him by speaking one to one with him” (Survey, #70). Other strategies
included praising “any effort he makes” (Survey, #14) and “praise his verbal ability”
(Survey, #19) which equated to recognising his strengths as an asset rather than a
liability in the classroom.
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6.2.4 Hypothetical scenario: Sarai
Sarai’s hypothetical scenario was based on two twice exceptional students from phase
one of the research. These students had exceptional knowledge in specific areas, both
had high levels of anxiety, and one was diagnosed with autism (ASD). These students
struggled socially and often did not show the extent of their knowledge in class as the
opportunity to do so was not present. For one of the students, twice exceptionality
masked both giftedness and learning disabilities and it was only due to the parents’
persistence and support from the school that they were able to uncover the giftedness
and learning disabilities. Within Sarai’s hypothetical scenario, the key indicators of
giftedness were her vast knowledge, receiving a high distinction in a standardised test,
and parental nomination of giftedness.

6.2.4.1 Do you think Sarai is gifted? Why/why not?
Responses to this question indicated that 69% of teachers believed Sarai was gifted, 3%
of teachers did not think Sarai was gifted, and 28% or teachers were unsure. Twice
exceptionality was a prevalent theme in responses as teachers recognised that Sarai may
be gifted as well as have a disability. One teacher professed their confusion as to
“whether or not Sarai’s achievements are an indication of her being gifted or talented or
her placing somewhere on the Autism Spectrum” (Survey #11). This teacher felt that
they needed to be able to differentiate between giftedness and the assumed disability,
regardless of the overall giftedness in science. Other teachers expressed similar
sentiments and some teachers were willing to discount Sarai’s giftedness against her
assumed disability. One teacher said, “her specific interest could also be an obsessive
aspect of her ASD” (Survey #5), however another teacher reframed this by saying that
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Sarai may “be on the Autism Spectrum, however a diagnosis would not detract from the
fact that Sarai is gifted in Science” (Survey #36).

Results from the survey showed that some teachers did not recognise giftedness in Sarai
(n=2). Comments included that she was not gifted, “she just has an individual interest”
(Survey #3), and “no, she has one particular interest which she excels in. If she was
gifted, she would excel at more than one area (not just her passion area)” (Survey #78).
This highlights misunderstandings about current conceptions of giftedness.

For the teachers who did recognise giftedness in Sarai (n=56), some focused on the
aspect of grades and academic performance (n=22). Recognition of giftedness stemmed
from “great results in the competition” (Survey #6), receiving a “high distinction for her
knowledge and application of scientific principles” (Survey #7) or “as shown by her
National Science Comp results” (Survey #67). Whilst Sarai was gifted, a broader view
of giftedness that goes beyond academic performance needs to be understood.

Other teachers saw beyond academic performance and recognised giftedness through
her “deep knowledge and understanding of a nuanced topic” (Survey #4) and that her
“skills are beyond her peers” (Survey #23). Additionally, giftedness was recognised
through Sarai’s “interests beyond her age group” (Survey #28) and the way she
displayed “outstanding natural ability and potential” (Survey #46). This was supported
by the comment that “it is highly likely that [Sarai] is gifted due to a combination of her
quirky, chatty communication of her area of intellectual strengths and her interests at
home being beyond her age peers” (Survey #51).
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6.2.4.2 Do you think Sarai is underachieving? Why/why not?
A number of teachers (n=17) did not believe that Sarai was underachieving “as she is
performing well in most subjects” (Survey #14). Other teachers commented that “she is
achieving well (average) across the board” (Survey #78), and “based on this information
Sarai is not underachieving, she has good results and attitude toward her learning at
school” (Survey #20). These views are in contrast with the definition given in the
teacher survey where it was stated that underachievement was a “significant
discrepancy between potential and performance.” The view of these teachers above does
not take into account individual potential, instead they refer to the class average. A
similar misunderstanding about underachievement was articulated by a teacher who
wrote that “Sarai appears to be overachieving in some areas, particularly Science”
(Survey #11). This viewpoint indicates that the teacher firstly did not recognise
giftedness (outstanding ability or potential) in Sarai’s aptitude for science but believed
that overachievement (achieving beyond potential) was possible.

Similarly, one teacher wrote that Sarai was not underachieving: “she’s just on the
spectrum” (Survey #2). This reflects the issue teachers had with identifying a learning
disability, in this case autism, and reconciling a disability existing alongside giftedness
(twice exceptionality). One teacher acknowledged that Sarai “might only be gifted in
Science rather than across a range of areas, which is often the case with students with
ASD” (Survey #72) and another wrote “her teacher does not appreciate her knowledge,
instead, believes she has ASD.”

Other teachers (n=7) believed that social issues were the cause or result of
underachievement for Sarai. Teachers wrote, “Sarai is underachieving in maintaining
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school friendships” (Survey #18), “Sarai is underachieving socially which would
concern me” (Survey #55), and “Sarai is underachieving in that her social skills are not
enabling her to manage friendships” (Survey #73). As with previous hypothetical
scenarios, the social skills of the student were of concern to teachers. One teacher
explained that underachievement occurred “due to a lack of social cues and
expectations” (Survey #68) which summarises the concerns of teachers regarding
Sarai’s lack of social integration, surmising that a lack of peer friendships may
jeopardise academic achievement.

Lastly, some teachers (n=15) recognised a discrepancy between potential and
performance in Sarai. Generally, teachers noticed that there “is a disparity between
[Sarai’s] verbal knowledge, the competition results and her ‘average or above average
results’” (Survey #63). Teachers commented that “Sarai is probably underachieving in
STEM subjects…there is a good chance Sarai finds the level of work in these subjects
too easy, and so she probably isn’t working as hard as she could be” (Survey, #36) and
that “there’s a discrepancy between what she is presenting at school to beyond the
school” (Survey #44). Another teacher recognised the link between Sarai’s interests and
passions and her academic achievement and wrote: “It is highly possible that Sarai is
underachieving in that she is not connecting with or finding interest in her school
subjects outside of her passion area” (Survey #51). This was supported by another
teacher’s comment that they may perceive Sarai to “potentially have ASD rather than
looking to extend her” (Survey #75). This reflects the need for an understanding of an
appropriately challenging curriculum in a strengths-based environment.
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6.2.4.3 How would you motivate Sarai to learn?
To reverse underachievement, suggestions for Sarai were categorised according to the
following themes: assessment, differentiation, socialisation, mentors, working with
strengths and interests, and teacher-student connection. Assessment will be explored
first.

Some teachers (n=9) believed that reversal of underachievement could occur through
assessment for learning disabilities and giftedness. Teacher comments included “it
would not hurt to be tested for both autism and giftedness” (Survey #17), and “she
needs to be assessed in both ASD and giftedness so that her needs may be more easily
met following identification” (Survey #34). Another teacher wrote “I would test Sarai
for giftedness and ASD so that I could first work out how to best support her. A
diagnosis of ASD would change how I try to motivate her generally” (Survey #5).
Comments about assessment focused on the outcome of meeting Sarai’s learning needs
through a comprehensive assessment from “qualified professionals” (Survey #50) which
would provide recommendations on how best to support Sarai.

Strategies for differentiation by teachers (n=33) determined that they would
“differentiate her work” (Survey #30) by “giving her extension work…and higher order
activities” (Survey #31), employing “single subject acceleration in her interest and
strength areas” (Survey #44) and making “connections to scientific concepts where
possible” (Survey #28). Often, methods of differentiation within the survey were vague
and did not reference a particular model, but they did reference student-led learning and
linked this to real-world learning. An example of this was found in the comment: “If
Sarai’s interest is in the ocean and in global warming, then differentiated tasks and
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learning program could include elements of these areas of interest. For example, Sarai
could collect and analyse data about global warming” (Survey #79).

Similar to previous hypothetical scenario responses, teachers (n=16) were concerned
about Sarai who did not socially integrate within the classroom. Suggestions on how to
reverse underachievement focused on forming “social relationships with peers” (Survey
#12), encouraging Sarai “to find peers who have the same interests as her” (Survey #14)
and targeting skills “to help her develop her social skills to maintain school friendships”
(Survey #39). Teachers were willing to “invest time in supporting Sarai with her social
difficulties” (Survey #41) and to “explicitly scaffold the social skills students are
expected to demonstrate in class to participate to the best of their ability” (Survey #71).
Mentoring was an additional method of socially supporting Sarai and extending her
academically. Teachers indicated that they would “find her a mentor” (Survey #43) and
in particular, engage a mentor “in her specific interest field” (Survey #42).

Working with Sarai’s strengths and interests was identified as a method of reversing
underachievement and comments from the teacher survey (n=36) included “engage her
interests” (Survey #4), “nurture her interest in biology” (Survey #27) and “make
connections between the learning and the things she is really interested in” (Survey
#49). Other methods of linking Sarai’s strengths and interests to the curriculum included
“encouraging her to read further into new content ideas” (Survey #20) and “provide
challenging work that builds on her interests” (Survey #74). Project based learning
(Survey #51) and “cross-curricular connections” (Survey #77) were also suggested as
keys to motivate Sarai to achieve academically.
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A positive teacher-student connection (n=5) was perceived as crucial for enabling Sarai
to reverse underachievement and this was to be facilitated through teacher
encouragement or support such as “appreciating her abilities” (Survey #15) and
providing “positive reinforcement in school” (Survey #69). Teacher-student connection
was enabled through knowing “how she learns and what tasks she likes to do” (Survey
#3) and by making “connections with her and show interest in her work” (Survey #16).
Supportive relationships, such as a positive teacher-student relationship, facilitated
student wellbeing and one teacher commented that “Sarai needs to feel safe and secure
in her environment. She needs structure and challenge so that she feels confident in her
learning. She also needs consistency between home and school and constant positive
reinforcement when appropriate” (Survey #46).

6.3 Resources and strategies
Teachers who responded to the survey indicated that there were resources or strategies
that they would use to reverse underachievement in gifted students. These responses
have been grouped into the themes of differentiation, teacher-student connection,
assessment, support, and socialisation. It is important to note that these strategies
represent the exosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) of the broader population of teachers,
as the prevalence of certain strategies and themes feed into teaching culture which then
impacts the microsystems that the students inhabit.

6.3.1 Differentiation
Differentiation (n=34) was recognised as an important strategy to reverse
underachievement and responses varied as to what constituted appropriate
differentiation for gifted students. Teachers’ comments included: “provide challenging
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work that meets their particular needs” (Survey, #1), “curriculum compacting to make
room for acceleration” (Survey, #21), and “embedding the William’s Model across all
KLAs” (Survey #49). One teacher suggested that “gifted students be leaders and
teach/assist lower ability students” (Survey, #75). This suggestion is problematic as
gifted students do not have access to a challenging curriculum but instead are recruited
as support teachers. However, the majority of teachers understood that “open-ended
tasks” (Survey, #71), “acceleration in an area of talent” (Survey, #57) and “using higher
order thinking skills” (Survey, #52) were appropriate differentiation strategies for gifted
students within the classroom.

Various teaching strategies linking to differentiation were suggested including “cross
curricular projects” (Survey, #23), “peer marking” (Survey, #29), and “HOT [higher
order thinking] discussion and activities” (Survey, #30). Other strategies included
“varying teaching strategies” (Survey, #53) and “inclusion in enrichment activities
based on potential rather than results” (Survey, #61). One teacher recommended that “a
range of strategies and approaches must be adopted to ensure that the learning needs of
gifted students are catered to” (Survey, #46). A range of strategies is important for
reversing underachievement in gifted students because they are not a homogeneous
group and require an individualised approach (Reis & Renzulli, 2009).

Similarly, working with strengths and interests aligns with the adjustment of teaching
strategies as the aim is to engage gifted underachieving students in learning. Teachers
(n=21) agreed that working with student strengths was an effective strategy for
reversing underachievement and commented that they should let students “focus on
their personal interest. A lot of what is taught at school is not needed” (Survey, #19) and
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“identify interests and incorporate them in work” (Survey, #24). Other teachers
recommended listening to students and allow them “to explore and expand” (Survey,
#62) their knowledge, and “let them have a say in how they learn and present stuff”
(Survey, #36). Teachers recognised their own responsibility to “determine areas of
interest and create opportunities for these areas to be explored across all subject areas”
(Survey, #77).

6.3.2 Teacher-student relationship
Teachers (n=11) identified that a positive teacher-student connection, encouragement,
knowledge and training in giftedness were important factors in reversing
underachievement in gifted students.

Encouragement or support for students by their teachers focused on “encouraging
students to become team players” (Survey, #7), “encouraging them to do group
activities” (Survey, #13) and ensuring that “students are given positive feedback”
(Survey, #22). Another teacher viewed this more broadly and wrote: “accept who they
are, what they are and encourage them to develop new skills” (Survey, #14).

Encouragement for gifted students aligns with a positive teacher-student connection
where teachers build intentional relationships with gifted students by finding out “what
is going on at home, at school, and find out what they are interested in” (Survey, #63).
Getting to know student interests was mentioned by teachers (Survey, #59, #63, #76) as
a method of building positive connections. One teacher wrote, “the number one strategy
is to KNOW YOUR STUDENT. Although this can be difficult there is no moving
forward without this” (Survey, #70, caps in original). Another method of forming a
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positive teacher-student relationship to reverse underachievement was to “ask the
students what they need” (Survey, #30) and to “listen to them” (Survey, #63).

6.3.3 Assessment or support
In order to reverse underachievement in gifted students, teachers participating in the
survey (n=21) indicated that assessment and professional support were a key area of
focus. These included parental involvement, a professional support team, use of learning
profiles, and multiple forms of assessments.

Parental involvement focused on “working closely with families” (Survey, #38) and
creating “constant communication with home and school” (Survey, #45) to reverse
underachievement in gifted students. Creating “goal-setting activities with students and
parents” (Survey, #40) was presented as a method in which to reverse
underachievement, as was utilising parent communication to “identify needs” (Survey,
#53).

Similarly, a professional support team was a strategy suggested to reverse
underachievement in gifted students. The professional support consisted of counsellors,
and psychologists and included the use of cognitive behaviour therapy. Cognitive
behaviour therapy was suggested as “this kind of metacognition makes the child feel in
more control and they are aware that they are making choices in their learning
behaviours” (Survey, #57), whereas a counsellor was useful for dealing “with social
anxiety” (Survey, #40) and “communication between other staff, parents and childhood
psychologists or medical professionals is essential for helping find strategies for
differentiation” (Survey, #11). The difficulty with this approach is having equitable
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access to resources such as a counsellor or psychologist.

Meeting the needs of gifted students was recognised as part of student wellbeing as the
“learning needs to be seen to be relevant and purposeful and this should lift the school
performance and the morale of students and staff” (Survey, #67). Teachers (n=5) agreed
that ensuring student wellbeing would reverse underachievement in gifted students.
Comments included focusing “on effort and social/emotional needs” (Survey, #45) and
“greater focus on overall wellbeing of the student” (Survey, #32). Likewise, learning
profiles were suggested by teachers as a method of reversing underachievement as they
help “students, teachers and parents to understand individual learning issues” (Survey,
#31). Learning profiles link to wellbeing by allowing students to work with their
individual learning styles, strengths and weaknesses.

Extracurricular activities were another strategy offered by teachers (n=10) participating
in the survey. This strategy links to wellbeing through the channelling of student
strengths and interests which promotes self-esteem and engagement in learning
(Emerick, 1992). Suggestions for extracurricular activities included “provide
excursions” (Survey, #3), “involvement in external competitions” (Survey, #51) and
“learning leagues where gifted students can come together and be challenged” (Survey,
#74). Interschool activities were suggested (Survey #51, #57) as avenues of providing
success and reversing underachievement in gifted students. Within the theme of
extracurricular activities, leadership opportunities were suggested by one teacher. This
teacher recognised the value of providing leadership opportunities for gifted students.
The teacher wrote that they would provide gifted students with “challenging leadership
roles” (Survey, #13).
236

Varying, or differentiating, the types of assessments was another method of meeting the
needs of gifted students to reverse underachievement, and one teacher wrote that testing
should be used “to determine if there are ‘holes’ in [gifted students’] learning because
they were extended early on at school or presented with behaviour problems because
they were bored and thus missed foundational work” (Survey, #72). Whilst testing alone
does not reverse underachievement, it can provide a guide to supporting the learning
needs of the gifted student. Other variations on assessment included “modifying class
work and assessment to more adequately address their learning needs” (Survey, #33)
and varying “assessment task timelines; most students do not perform well under exam
conditions” (Survey, #6). To ensure that students are achieving their potential one
teacher wrote that “tracking and profiling is key” (Survey, #59) as was testing that taps
into students’ strengths (Survey, #10).

6.3.4 Socialisation
Concerns about socialisation were evident throughout the teacher survey, and the
section on strategies for reversing underachievement was no different. To reverse
underachievement, teachers (n=25) promoted group work, targeted social skills, and
mentoring as methods for supporting students to connect with their peers to reverse
underachievement.

Group work was cited as a method of modelling social situations to “ensure that they
are ‘connected’ to the group as the relationships in the classroom inspire and support”
(Survey, #62). Grouping included “group/pair work” (Survey, #12), “grouping with
other gifted students” (Survey, #68) and allowing “students to work together (in pairs)”
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(Survey, #22). One teacher recommended modelling “socialisation situations” (Survey,
#76) so that gifted students were able to emulate what they saw to fit in socially. These
suggestions did not consider that gifted students may not socialise with age-peers if they
are not cognitively matched in ability (Gross, 2006).

Mentors were mentioned by teachers and this reflects the need for gifted students to
work with like-ability peers. Mentoring was suggested as a method to increase academic
achievement and included engaging with “professionals in the community to support the
development of students” (Survey, #49) and “developing a relationship where a student
trusts you and you can guide them” (Survey, #41).

In summary, teacher response indicated a strong awareness of strategies that could assist
the reversal of academic underachievement; where differentiation, teacher-student
relationships, specific supports, and socialisation were key.

6.4 Discussion
6.4.1 What factors contribute to gifted underachievement?
Teachers are pivotal in helping students to reverse or prevent underachievement
(Emerick, 1992), however, the current state of teacher education in Australia is that
many teachers have not been trained in what giftedness is, what it looks like, and why it
is important to identify giftedness. Training in gifted education is currently not
mandatory for preservice teachers in NSW except at UNSW. Without an understanding
and knowledge of giftedness, student needs can be left unmet, and this contributes to
underachievement (Gross, 2006; Walters, 2008).
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Similarly, confusion about how to identify twice exceptionality was evident within the
survey responses. Again, this lack of understanding means that student needs are left
unmet. If teachers only focus on the student’s disability and do not provide a
challenging curriculum particularly in their area of strengths underachievement may
occur.

A lack of understanding about giftedness appeared to contribute to a curriculum that did
not challenge the gifted student. This may be because a lack of understanding limits
teachers’ ability to tailor the curriculum to students’ learning needs. Survey responses
showed teacher concern about the hypothetical scenario participants not actively
participating in the classroom activities. This reflects a lack of recognition that gifted
students may achieve selectively which is a concern in Figg et al.’s research (2012),
where students only participate in activities that are engaging for them. When teachers
do not consider the need for an appropriately challenging curriculum, gifted students
may disengage from learning and therefore underachieve.

Additionally, teacher attitudes can indirectly contribute to underachievement (Gross,
2006). The survey responses to hypothetical scenario behaviours indicated that the
behaviours of the hypothetical scenario participants were negatively perceived, for
example the comment that “he might just be an objectionable personality. The apple
doesn’t usually fall far from the tree” (Survey, #22). If a teacher does not recognise that
the behaviour stems from giftedness, frustration with the curriculum, and other giftedrelated factors, then behaviours will be punishable, instead of remediated through
appropriate strategies. This is illustrated in Daniel’s hypothetical scenario where the
teacher above (Survey, #22) sees an objectionable personality rather than boredom and
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frustration with the curriculum. It is important to recognise student strengths and
provide strategies for students to reach their potential. If gifted students are learning in
an environment that is supportive then both learning strengths and weaknesses will be
supported.

Without adequate professional development in gifted education, teachers may subscribe
to myths about giftedness, believing that gifted students are always gifted across
multiple domains, or that giftedness needs to be proven through high academic
achievement. It is important that these myths are dispelled so that underachieving gifted
students are not denied access to an appropriate curriculum. To counteract
underachievement, it is advised that teachers receive ongoing professional development
in gifted education to meet the needs of gifted students.

6.4.2 What factors contribute to the reversal of gifted underachievement?
Recognition of student learning style was important in reversing underachievement.
This was highlighted through the survey responses where teachers suggested working
with the student’s strengths and learning style to help reverse underachievement. Many
teachers were confident in promoting the strength-based teaching style where the focus
was on the students’ areas of strengths, rather than learning deficits.

Harnessing strengths through quality differentiation can be a useful tool in creating a
challenging and appropriate curriculum for gifted students. Many of the differentiation
strategies suggested in the survey were student-centred so that individualised
approaches could be implemented. Further training in differentiation would be
beneficial for teachers and it is important that strategies to create depth, complexity and
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engagement are in place before teaching starts so that the needs of all students are met
in the classroom.

Teachers who completed the survey were concerned that the hypothetical scenario
students were not socialising effectively with their peer group. Solutions were given to
team these students up with other peers, particularly peers with similar interests and
cognitive strengths. Although socialisation is important, having like-minded peers is of
greater importance and will likely contribute to better learning and social outcomes. The
concern regarding the survey responses is that teachers are fixated on age-based peer
relations without taking into account the need for cognitively matched peers.

Providing additional support outside of the classroom was a common thread throughout
the survey responses as a method of reversing underachievement. Additional support
could be in the form of additional testing to determine areas of academic strength and
weakness, or in the form of a school counsellor or behavioural specialist. By addressing
behavioural and academic needs, the reversal of underachievement can occur. Another
support included the recognition of the need for physical movement within the
classroom. For some students, physical movement was vital for their ability to
concentrate and learn and was a factor in reversing underachievement.

6.5 Chapter summary
This chapter outlined phase two of data collection where an anonymous survey was sent
to school principals for teaching staff to complete. The survey was online, making it
convenient for teachers to do in their own time, and the survey contained hypothetical
student scenarios which asked questions of the teachers about giftedness,
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underachievement, and strategies to reverse underachievement. As mentioned in chapter
three, themes within phase two were noted if they appeared multiple times and/or if they
addressed the research questions.

The major findings within phase two included acknowledging that understanding
student learning style was important to reverse underachievement, as was a positive
teacher-student relationship. Teachers provided resources and strategies to support
students in their learning and these strategies included various methods of
differentiation, alternate assessment or support solutions, and recommendations for
extracurricular activities.

The findings of phase two revealed that teachers who responded to the survey had
mixed understandings of giftedness, underachievement, and the reversal of
underachievement. To address the varied levels of awareness of giftedness,
underachievement and reversal of underachievement, it was recommended that
professional development in gifted education is provided in a systematic and frequent
manner, throughout the lifespan of teaching to include both pre-service and in-service
professional development. This will be discussed further in the following chapter.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion
The purpose of chapter two was to provide an overview and summary of the research on
the lived experience of gifted, underachieving students. The significance of this chapter
is in the potential application of the research in diverse cohorts of gifted, underachieving
students.

7.1 Overview
The aim of this research was to explore the lived experience of gifted
underachievement. The research questions were addressed through multiple measures,
including questionnaires, a survey, interviews, work samples, and classroom
observation. It was important to use multiple methods to gather data, and to obtain data
from a variety of people who have a lived experience of giftedness and
underachievement. The qualitative data allowed the researcher to identify themes that
were pertinent to students, parents and teachers.

Accessing the lived experience of various students links to Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological
Systems Theory (1979) where each system, or layer of people and society, affects the
other. This is where the phase one case studies and the phase two survey were important
as they spanned the systems and linked the findings, as none of these systems stand in
isolation and as such the gifted individual is influenced by the interlinking systems. It is
important to recognise the effect of the systems and to create an environment where
gifted students can thrive. This aligns with Gagné’s (2010) DMGT where the process of
developing gifts into talent involves many interlinking factors and without adequate
support, the development of talent may not occur.
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7.2 Discussion of phase one and two
The present research was specific to the Australian education context, in particular from
the NSW region of Australia. This geographical focus was important as findings and
recommendations from the research can be implemented in the Australian context. The
research focused on the lived experience of gifted underachievement, viewed through
the perspectives of students, parents and teachers. Consistent themes across the case
studies and the teacher survey included individualised strategies and differentiation as a
means for reversing underachievement; providing a positive teacher-student
relationship; and the need for teacher training in gifted education. Many of the findings
align with international research, for example, the need for a challenging and
appropriate curriculum. Additional recommendations arising from this research include
alternative schooling options and the use of medication where appropriate. Similarly,
recommendations are made for utilising student voice in providing strategies for the
reversal of underachievement in gifted students.

Students in this research advocated for individualised strategies to reverse
underachievement while teachers reflected this advice as they suggested individual
adjustments, differentiation, socialisation support, and learning assessments such as IQ
and learning disability assessments. These strategies were found helpful for the case
study and teacher participants.

Similarly, a positive teacher-student relationship was crucial for reversing and
preventing underachievement in gifted students. Students and teachers both strongly
indicated that without a positive teacher-student relationship effective learning and the
reversal of underachievement could not occur. The voice of lived experience indicates
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that a good teacher is one who knows their students. This knowledge leads to the
unveiling of the inner self, facilitating a positive connection where the student feels safe
and valued.

Furthermore, the findings of the case studies and the teacher survey overlap in the need
for teacher Professional Development in gifted education. Teacher training in gifted
education is not compulsory in Australian universities or in schools, however, the recent
NSW High Potential and Gifted Education policy (NSW Department of Education,
2019) aims to address this deficit as many teachers are unaware of what giftedness looks
like, how to identify it, and how to meet the needs of gifted students within the
classroom. This lack of understanding of giftedness seriously disadvantages the gifted
student, particularly those whose profiles do not fit the stereotype of high achievement
in the classroom.

The following recommendations are designed to allow gifted students to achieve their
academic potential and thereby preventing underachievement. These recommendations
address the need for training for teachers in gifted education so that they can know their
students and how they learn (AITSL, 2017) and meet students’ needs. The
recommendations work best when they are implemented through a whole-of-school
approach, therefore it is important to have a long-term plan so that the needs of gifted
students are met throughout their entire schooling (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; NSW
Department of Education, 2019).

7.3 Recommendations
7.3.1 Provide an appropriately challenging and relevant curriculum
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An appropriate curriculum required several factors including differentiation, grade
acceleration, exposure to above grade level curriculum, avoidance of repetition through
an individualised learning program, and the implementation of rest breaks. These will
be addressed in the following paragraphs.

Differentiation can be achieved through the implementation of various teaching models
(Maker, 1982; Tomlinson, 2005; VanTassel-Baska, 2018a). Aspects that need to be to
differentiated include the content of the curriculum, the process or the way the
curriculum is presented, the product the student produces which demonstrates their
knowledge and understanding of the curriculum and the student’s learning environment
(Maker, 1982). Differentiation is effective when it is contextualised to the individual
student’s needs.

Similarly, early entry to school and grade acceleration are forms of differentiation that
ensure gifted students receive an appropriate curriculum (Vialle & Rogers, 2013). Early
entry is the provision of entering school earlier than their age-peers (NSW Department
of Education and Training, 2004). This is appropriate for students who show readiness
for the kindergarten curriculum whilst still in pre-school. Grade acceleration is a
provision that allows a gifted student the opportunity to be placed with peers of similar
ability (Colangelo et al., 2010; Rimm & Lovance, 1992b). This is generally utilised
when a student has shown mastery of the concepts that would be taught to their age
peers. Both early entry and grade acceleration need to be carefully considered to ensure
student readiness and that it is the appropriate strategy.

A challenging and appropriate curriculum can be implemented through access to above
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grade level content in the regular classroom, in addition to curriculum compacting and
grade acceleration. Pre-testing confirms what level is appropriate for the gifted student,
and the results of the pre-test can be factored into the lesson plan. The topic will be the
same as their age-based peers, however, the depth and complexity will differ. Not only
do gifted students require a curriculum that has greater depth and complexity they also
require less repetition to learn the content (Centre for Education Statistics and
Evaluation, 2019), This means that gifted students can move on to the next concept and
learn at a pace that suits their learning needs.

An appropriate curriculum can be guided by an individual learning plan. An individual
learning plan allows gifted students to learn at their own pace. Similarly, autonomous
learning can be achieved through individual learning projects and self-initiated learning.
Individualised learning allows for flexibility and creativity in lesson content and
structure.

7.3.2 Educate teachers about giftedness
The findings from the teacher survey on reversing and preventing underachievement in
gifted students revealed that teachers had a diverse understanding of giftedness. In the
same way, teachers’ understanding of underachievement and strategies to reverse
underachievement was mixed. Parent and student participants in the case studies
recognised that some teachers had a limited understanding of giftedness. This highlights
the need for teachers to be trained in gifted education. In light of these findings, the
recommendation is that all pre-service and current teachers receive ongoing professional
development in gifted education. Professional development in gifted education helps
create an awareness of the needs of gifted students.
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The professional development would cover definitions of giftedness, identification of
gifted students in the classroom, and recognition of the social, emotional and academic
needs of gifted students. Professional development would create an awareness of
methods for flexible assessment, a differentiated curriculum, and focus on student
strengths. Similarly, professional development in twice exceptionality would highlight
the characteristics of twice exceptionality, and the understanding that curriculum be
presented in a format that works with the student’s strengths.

In Australia, training in gifted education at university is not mandatory for preservice
teachers except at UNSW which is currently the only university in NSW to include a
compulsory unit on gifted education. Where gifted education subjects are available at
other universities, they are generally offered only as an elective. As a result, pre-service
teachers are largely unaware of what giftedness is and why it is important to identify
gifted students in the classroom. However, when training in giftedness is provided
teachers have been shown to be aware of strategies to implement for gifted students
(Fraser-Seeto et al., 2016; Kronborg, 2018).

As a result of the findings of the case studies, it is recommended that both pre-service
and in-service teachers receive professional development and training in gifted
education. This is supported in the literature which recognises that teachers trained in
teaching gifted students can develop their pedagogical skills, their understanding of the
unique needs of gifted students and develop positive student-teacher relationships
(Fraser-Seeto et al., 2016; Vialle & Tischler, 2005). This may ensure an understanding
by teachers of giftedness, how to identify gifted students, and methods for implementing
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strategies to meet the unique learning needs of these students. Training should include
the emotional, social, and academic needs of gifted students and include information
about twice exceptionality. The findings of this research indicate that there is a
significant need for mandated and ongoing training for teachers in gifted education.
This is imperative for meeting the needs of gifted students, as teachers would identify
gifted students and recognise gifted students who are underachieving and be able to
provide appropriate learning opportunities. When an appropriate curriculum is in place,
the prevention of underachievement can also occur.

7.4 Limitations of the research
One limitation of the research was the sample size for the case studies. Case studies are
time-consuming and as such, only a small number of cases was included. Similarly, the
case study sample size was dependent on individual willingness to participate. For
example, the case studies were of six gifted students who had experienced
underachievement, but their involvement was dependent on their parent approval.
Additionally, the parents involved in the case studies may have had stronger motivation
than other parents of gifted underachieving students due to the nature of the difficulties
experienced by their children within the school system. This may have contributed to
sampling bias. The limitations were mitigated through choosing students who showed
high levels of giftedness and significant underachievement, along with a range of ages
and geographical locations and school types. This ensured that the data represented a
diverse group of gifted, underachieving students.

Limitations occurred within the classroom observations as the observation was
dependent on school and teacher willingness to partake, on the location of the school as
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the researcher had to be able to travel to the location, and the range of subjects on offer
at the time of observation. Similarly, the students observed were at varying stages of
underachievement and the reversal of underachievement. Whilst these limitations were
evident, it was determined that conducting the observations added to the depth of data
and to the findings as a whole.

In the same way, teacher response to the survey was dependent on the willingness of the
school principal to distribute the survey. There were several factors hindering this
process such as the reduced possibility of the email being read by the principal, the
COVID-19 pandemic which affected schools during the time of the research, and
increased teacher workload due to remote learning. Likewise, teacher willingness and
time available to complete the survey were a limitation. It could be that the respondents
had a prior interest in gifted education, or that the school culture encouraged gifted
education. To mitigate the limitations, the survey was sent to a large number of school
principals throughout NSW. The range of schools included Government, Catholic and
Independent schools in a variety of geographical locations and socioeconomic
backgrounds. This ensured that the results were more likely to be representative of
schools and teachers within NSW.

Whilst the results were drawn from a specific area in Australia, the findings often
aligned with international literature which suggests that the findings and the
recommendations could be implemented in settings outside of Australia. The
recommendations could be contextualised to suit the individual students.

The teacher survey content was potentially limiting as the hypothetical student scenarios
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may have led teachers to believe that all students in the scenarios were gifted, thus
skewing the results. However, it was important to the research to determine whether
teachers understood the characteristics of giftedness and underachievement, therefore
the hypothetical student scenarios were deliberately constructed to reflect the types of
students in classrooms. This aligned with the subset of research questions where the
focus was on investigating what behaviours teachers took into account to identify
giftedness, how teachers identified gifted underachievement, and what strategies
teachers used to reverse underachievement.

The mixed results of the survey may also have been effected by the lack of professional
development in gifted education as the literature shows that teachers are largely
untrained in gifted education (Fraser-Seeto et al., 2015; Lassig, 2009). To address the
varied levels of awareness of giftedness, underachievement and reversal of
underachievement, it is recommended that professional development in gifted education
is provided in a systematic and regular manner, to include both pre-service and inservice professional development.

Lastly, the consequences of relying on international literature due to the gap in the
Australian context, may limit the application of some of the findings and
recommendations from the literature. However, the international literature was crossreferenced with the available Australian literature where possible to bring a sense of
place and context. The use of the broader scope of literature aligns with
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory where each realm influences the
other. Therefore it can be stated that the international literature impacts the Australian
context, and the Australian literature has impact internationally. The transparency of the
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limitations within this research contributes to the trustworthiness of the findings and for
the potential implementation of the recommendations and findings in other contexts.

7.5 Future research
Future research could build on the current findings of the lived experience of gifted
underachieving students within the NSW school system. This could be done through a
replication of the teacher survey across all Australian states and territories with a
particular focus on the difference in responses from schools that have an active and
informed gifted education program and schools that do not. This is important because
each state in Australia has its own policy on giftedness and professional development
and there may be gaps in understanding between each state. The broadening of the
current research would provide a larger view of the state of gifted education within
Australian schools, and similarly, whether the needs of gifted students are met within
the classroom.

The replication of case studies could also be conducted in all Australian states with an
emphasis on gathering data from a diverse range of gifted students. This would mitigate
the limitation of the current sample size of case study participants and could include a
greater range of students from various age groups and backgrounds. It would also allow
for a greater representation of twice exceptional students. Similarly, the replication of
the case studies in broader contexts could also represent gifted underachieving students
at various stages of disengagement from learning. This would provide a deeper
understanding of the current state of gifted underachievement in Australian classrooms.

Extending the questions asked of case study participants is recommended for future
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research so that participants have a greater opportunity to elaborate on what a
challenging and appropriate curriculum would look like for gifted, underachieving
students. Similarly, students could be asked how a positive teacher-student relationship
could be fostered.

Likewise, using the current teacher survey across a larger and more diverse group of
participants could help generalise the findings of the survey. This has implications for
future professional development in gifted education for teachers, for if teachers in the
survey are consistently failing to differentiate between gifted and non-gifted students,
then it is likely that the needs of gifted students are not being met in classrooms. This
would indicate that further training for teachers needs to be implemented.

7.6 Conclusion
Finally, ongoing research into the lived experience of gifted students will highlight the
issues that gifted students and their families experience throughout the schooling years.
These data, in turn, need to inform government policy on mandating professional
development in gifted education for teachers as a means of meeting the needs of gifted
students. Funding needs to be allocated from both federal and state governments to
ensure that all teachers have access to quality Professional Development and that
funding is in place in all schools to provide resources for gifted students. It is important
that the resources are contextualised to the school and individual students as the
research shows that gifted students have individual needs and are not a homogeneous
group.

The findings that were unique within this research included the exploration of lived
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experience. This method had not been widely documented in research within NSW in
Australia. Lived experience adds authenticity and trustworthiness to the process as the
participants speak from experience and not from researcher bias. Bronfenbrenner’s
(1979) Ecological Systems Theory ties the experience of students within NSW to
students across the country and internationally as the systems that bind them influence
each other. By this, it means that the influences on gifted underachieving students in
Australia are often linked through the macrosystem and exosystem globally and that
attitudes toward and knowledge about gifted underachievement transcend geographic
location. What is important, but yet unknown, is how these findings can be implemented
within Australian classrooms.

This research demonstrates the importance of identifying giftedness, underachievement,
and strategies for reversal of underachievement as they lead to students fulfilling their
potential. Further research will build on an understanding of these issues and help
prevent underachievement in the gifted population.

7.7 A final story of lived experience
There is no tidy ending for Unknown Guy whose experience was highlighted in the first
chapter, as his journey is not complete. However, another student, Andromeda, has
completed his school journey. At school, Andromeda experienced extreme difficulties
due to the mismatch between his learning style and the learning structure that the school
used. He has now come through these difficulties, is a thoughtful and articulate young
man, and is in a learning environment where the learning style is matched to his ability
and he is thriving. He has envisioned a future and is well on his way to achieving that.
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His mother said about his school journey, “We only started to breathe again when he
finished secondary school.” This shows the immense challenges that gifted students face
at school. The graciousness of this family in sharing their story is a reflection of how
much they want to help other families with gifted students. This was echoed by other
participants in the research, and one student said, “I am doing this to help other children
like me.”

The challenge now in meeting the needs of gifted students is to bridge the gap between
research and classroom practice. Further work needs to be done in this area so that
gifted students can achieve their full academic potential.
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Appendices
Appendix 1
Parent interview questions
RQ’s:
Viewed through the lens of lived experience,
- What causes gifted academic underachievement?
- What are the factors that reverse gifted academic underachievement?
- What can be done to prevent gifted academic underachievement?
Date:
Time:
Venue:
Interviewer:
Interviewee:
Role of interviewee (eg parent, student):

Opening Script
Thank you for agreeing to meet with me today. I appreciate your time and your willingness to be
part of the research project investigating academic underachievement and the reversal of
underachievement in gifted students.

Recording
Before we continue any further, do you agree to having this interview audio-recorded?

[If yes, then press record on audio]

Consent
For the benefit of the audio recording, in the room we have [parent #’s] in the room on [date and
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time] and to confirm, are you willing to participate in the following interview and audio
recording?

[If yes, then continue…]

This interview has two purposes. One is to get to know each other, and the other is to share
information regarding your child that may be useful in understanding giftedness, academic
underachievement and the reversal of underachievement. The information that you share is
confidential and names will be changed to protect privacy. The only reason that I would need to
breech privacy is if there is something mentioned that I need to report, such as a significant risk
of harm to the child.

Q1: Can you tell me about your child’s strengths and interests?
[Prompt: What does your child spend doing? What do they mostly talk about? What do they get
the best grades for at school?]

Q2: What areas does your child struggle with?
[Prompt: Is a particular school subject difficult? Does your child find it difficult to organise their
work? Is there a learning or reading issue?

Q3: When did you realise that your child was gifted?
[Prompt: Was it through a teacher’s comment? A psychological assessment? The ease of which
they did their school work? Their early milestones?]

Q4: How did you know that your child was underachieving in school?
[Prompt: Was it because of low grades? Child’s attitude? Teacher comments? Absenteeism?]

Q5: What do you think caused the academic underachievement?
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[Prompt: Why do you think your child didn’t achieve to their potential?]

Q6: What steps did you take to help reverse the academic underachievement?
[Prompt: Were there parent-teacher meetings? Did you use psychological assessment programs?
Did you spend time discussing the academic underachievement with your child?]

Q7: What steps did your child take to reverse the academic underachievement?
[Prompt: Did your child take ownership of the academic underachievement? Did they tell you
that they wanted to achieve to their potential?]

Q8: What steps did the teacher take to reverse the academic underachievement?
[Prompt: Was the teacher knowingly involved in the process? Was the curriculum changed? Was
there a change of class (acceleration or like-minded peers)?]

Q9: What would you suggest to prevent academic underachievement in gifted students?
[Prompt: Any programs to be implemented? A choice in learning topics?]

Q10: Do you have any questions that you would like to ask me?
[Prompt: Length of the project? Confidentiality? Information about giftedness and support
groups?]

To conclude
Thank you again for your time today. Your willingness to participate in this project is
appreciated and the knowledge gained from the research has the potential to increase awareness
of giftedness, academic underachievement and reversal of underachievement.
The next stage in the research will be to chat with your child at [venue, date, time] with [name
of other teacher/parent present]. This time and date will be confirmed in an email sent shortly.
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Appendix 2
Case study participant: first interview
Semi-structured and open ended
RQ’s:
Viewed through the lens of lived experience,
- What causes gifted academic underachievement?
- What are the factors that reverse gifted academic underachievement?
- What can be done to prevent gifted academic underachievement?

Date:
Time:
Venue:
Interviewer:
Participant:
Participant code name:
Role of participant (e.g., parent, student):

Opening Script
Thanks for meeting with me today. I’m excited about getting to know you and finding out what
you like doing and what interests you.

Recording
Before we continue any further, is it okay if I audio-record our chat?

[If yes, then press record on audio]

Consent
For the benefit of the audio recording, we have [student code name] in the room on [date and
time] and to just check, are you willing to talk to me about your learning and what interests you
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and have that sound recorded?

[If yes, then continue…]

Just to let you know, this chat has two purposes. One is for us to get to know each other, and the
other is to find out what you like about learning at school, and what you don’t like about
learning at school. I’m asking these questions because I am very interested in learning about
students who are good at things, that may have found it hard to do well at school for a bit but
found a way to do their best at school. The things that we talk about are confidential - which
means that I won’t be telling other people about it until you have a code name and people won’t
know that it is you that said it. The only reason I would need to tell someone else about what we
have talked about is and break that privacy is if there is a danger to you and your safety.
Also, if you want to stop talking at any time, let me know and we’ll have a break or we’ll finish
the chat.

Q1: Can you tell me what your favourite things to do at home are?
[Prompt: Hobbies such as horse riding, chess? Computer work such as coding? Athletics?]

Q2: What about at school? What are your favourite things to do at school?
[Prompt: Hanging out with friends? Doing assignments?]

Q3: What are you good at in school?
[Prompt: maths, science, English, computers?]

Q4: How did you know that you were very good at these things?
[Prompt: was it from your grades? Did the teacher say something? Or did you friends say
something?]

281

Q5: Can you tell me about the time where you didn’t show that you were good at these things?
[Prompt: Did you not hand in homework? Were you away from school a lot? Did you want to fit
in with your friends instead?]

Q6: How did it make you feel when you were not doing well in the things you were good at?
[Prompt: Did it make you frustrated? Sad? Angry? Proud?]

Q7: What were some of the reasons that you think you didn’t show that you were good at these
things?
[Prompt: Teacher influence? Boredom? Some hard things happening at home?]

Q8: Tell me about the things that made you want to do your very best at school?
[Prompt: Were you tired of not doing your best? Did you change schools? Did you have a new
teacher?]

Q9: Was there something in particular that helped you to make the big change to doing your best
at school again?
[Prompt: Inner motivation? Teacher? A career goal?]

Q10: If you were able to give advice to teachers, what would you tell them so that everyone
could do their best at school?
[Prompt: Choose your own projects? Working faster in some subjects? Listen?]

Q11: Is there any question that you’d like to ask me about this research project?
[Prompt: How long will it go for? Will there be another interview? Will this information be
published?]
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To conclude
Thank you so much for your time today. I’m hoping that the information you have shared today
will one day help other students like you to be able to do their best at school.
Next, I will use this information - without your name being known to anyone else - and do lots
of writing so that the information can be shared to help other people who have experienced
being good at things, finding that hard for a while, then being able to work to their best ability
again.
Soon, I’ll come visit you a few times in your classroom and watch how it all works in your class
and in about six months’ time I’d like to have another chat with you and you can tell me any
other ideas you have about learning and I’ll have some questions from what I saw in the
classroom. How does that sound?
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Appendix 3
Case study participant: second interview
Semi-structured and open ended
RQ’s:
Viewed through the lens of lived experience,
- What causes gifted academic underachievement?
- What are the factors that reverse gifted academic underachievement?
- What can be done to prevent gifted academic underachievement?
Qn2 will be asked a number of times depending on what was observed in the classroom.
Date:
Time:
Venue:
Interviewer:
Interviewee:
Role of interviewee (eg parent, student):

Opening Script
As you’ll probably remember from last time we chatted, we’re going to talk about what you’re
good at, what you find hard to do at school, and how you’re able to work hard at school.
Is it okay if I audio-record our conversation?

[If yes, then press record on audio]

Consent
For the benefit of the audio recording, we have [student code name] in the room on [date and
time] and to just check, are you willing to talk to me about your learning and what interests you
and have that sound recorded?

[If yes, then continue…]
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Q1: How are you going at school at the moment?
[Prompt: are you enjoying it? Is it hard to stay motivated?]

Q2: When I visited your class I saw … Can you tell me about that?
[Prompt: I saw acceleration/compacting of the curriculum/student project choice. Do you enjoy
it/not enjoy it?]

Q3: What do you think would help you to stay motivated to learn at school?
[Prompt: working in an area of interest? Mentors? A good teacher-student relationship?]

Q4: If you were a teacher at a school, what would you do to help all of your students to learn?
[Prompt: what does your teacher do that works or doesn’t work? What about the school
environment - how does that help/hinder?]

Q5: Do you think that talking to a researcher about your strengths, your earlier difficulty in
working to your ability, and the way that you work to achieve your potential has helped you to
understand the way that you learn?
[Prompt: Did it help you to understand why you were able to work hard at school? Did it make
you feel different from your peers since you have been observed at school? Was it an experience
that you think helped you?]

Q6: Do you have any questions that you would like to ask?
[Prompt: Timeframe of the results?]

Conclusion
Thank you so much for being part of the research into underachievement and the reversal of
underachievement. I’ve enjoyed spending time with you, your family, and at your school.
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In the next month or two I will give you and your parents a written copy of what we talked
about in the interviews and if you think that any of it is incorrect, please let me know and we’ll
make the changes.
And as a thank you gift, I’d like to give you a book voucher to spend. Thanks so much for your
time.
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Appendix 4
Parent questionnaire

Date
Parent Questionnaire
About you as the parent

Name of

………………………………………………………………………..

parent/carer
Highest level
of education

……………………………………………………………………….

attained (eg.
HSC, TAFE

………………………………………………………………………..

qualification,
undergraduate
degree)
Current

………………………………………………………………………..

occupation
Hobbies

……………………………………………………………………….
………………………………………………………………………..

About your child
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Name of child

……………………………………………………………

participating in the
case study
What code name
would your child
like to use in this

……………………………………………………………

study? (It is useful if
the child chooses
their own name so
that they have
ownership over their
part in the project)
Age of child:

……………………………………………………………

Were any
developmental

……………………………………………………………

milestones met
early?

……………………………………………………………

(eg walking before
12 months, speaking

……………………………………………………………

sentences before 18
months)
Child’s interest and
hobbies

……………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………

Year at school (if
subject accelerated,
show accelerated

……………………………………………………………
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subjects eg y4 math,
y5 English)
When and how did
you find out that

……………………………………………………………

your child was
gifted?

……………………………………………………………

(eg school testing in
Kindergarten)

……………………………………………………………

How did it make you
feel to find out that

……………………………………………………………

your child was
gifted?

……………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………

How was academic
underachievement

……………………………………………………………

recognised?
……………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………
What do you think
caused academic

……………………………………………………………

underachievement
for your child?

……………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………

What do you believe
helped reverse the

……………………………………………………………
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academic
underachievement?

……………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………

Do you have any
helpful suggestions

……………………………………………………………

for teachers of gifted
students?

……………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………

Checklist
As part of the research being conducted into academic underachievement and the reversal of
underachievement in gifted students, it would be appreciated if you are able to supply copies of
the following documents:
✓

School reports for when your child was academically underachieving and when the
underachievement was reversed

✓

Relevant parent-teacher correspondence in relation to giftedness, underachievement and
the reversal of underachievement

✓

Work samples before and after underachievement (eg. Assignments)

✓

IQ test results

✓

Standardised test results (eg. NAPLAN)

✓

WIAT test results

✓

Teacher nomination forms for gifted programs

✓

Anything else that you may consider relevant to giftedness, academic underachievement
and the reversal of underachievement.
Thank you for your investment of time and energy into this research.
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Appendix 5
Classroom observation form
Date:
Time:
Venue:
Participants:
The purpose of the observation will be to specifically observe the classroom environment where
engagement in learning exists. The student (case study participant) will engage in regular
classroom activities and the researcher will observe how these activities are implemented and
managed by the classroom teacher in such a way that promotes student engagement and the
prevention of academic underachievement.

Length of activity: # minutes
Type of activity:
Time

10:20am

Descriptive Notes
Eg The students sit in a
circle on the coloured mat.

Teacher statement (if any):

Adapted from Creswell (2013; 2015)
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Reflective Notes
Eg. Two students seem to
find it difficult to sit still. This
has the effect of …

Appendix 6
Teacher survey questions

Teacher survey: Underachievement and
the reversal of underachievement
Start of Block: Block 1
Q1

Q2 By completing this survey, I understand that (please click all boxes below):

▢

My contribution is voluntary and confidential in that my data will not be
identifiable in publications (1)

▢

I understand that it is not possible to withdraw my anonymous data once it is
submitted (2)

▢

The data collected from my participation will be used for
publication/presentation purposes (journals, presentations, thesis, conferences) and I consent
for it to be used in this manner (3)

Q3 This survey will take approximately 20 minutes to complete.
The survey contains general background questions and four case study scenarios with questions.
Your contribution to this survey is greatly appreciated.

Q4
Definitions
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Gifted: Outstanding natural ability or potential
Underachievement: A significant discrepancy between potential and performance
Reversal of underachievement: The realignment of potential and performance after a period of
underachievement
End of Block: Block 1
Start of Block: Block 2
Q5 Are you a primary or secondary teacher?

o Primary (1)
o Secondary (2)
Q6 What type of school do you teach at?

o Government (1)
o Independent (2)
o Catholic (3)
o Other (please specify) (4) ________________________________________________
Q7 Where is your school located?

o Metropolitan (Sydney area) (1)
o Regional (2)
o Rural (3)
Q8 Have you had training in gifted education?

o Yes (1)
o No (2)
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Display This Question:
If Have you had training in gifted education? = Yes

Q9 Did you learn about gifted education through:

o Professional development (1)
o Undergraduate university subject (2)
o Postgraduate level (3)
Display This Question:
If Did you learn about gifted education through: = Professional development

Q10 Was the professional development

o Within the school (1)
o Outside of school (2)
Display This Question:
If Did you learn about gifted education through: = Postgraduate level

Q11 The postgraduate training in gifted education was at the following level

o Graduate certificate (1)
o Masters (2)
o PhD (3)
o Other (please specify) (4) ________________________________________________
End of Block: Block 2
Start of Block: Block 4
Q12 In the following sections there will be four scenarios that will allow you to answer in
sentences.
An example is provided here of a scenario and possible responses.
Scenario example Silas sits at the front of the class and is always the first to put his hand up to
answer the teacher’s question. His answers are insightful and complex. When given a writing
task, Silas waits before writing. He looks around the room and then places his hand in the air.
“Can you please explain the task again?” he asks. Even when the task is explained and
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diagrams are shown on the board, Silas is slow to write. A paragraph may be written before the
page is torn up and he starts again. When the writing task is complete and handed in, Silas is
visibly concerned until the paper is graded.
1. Do you think Silas is gifted? Why/why not? Silas shows signs of giftedness as “His
answers are insightful and complex”. Gifted students often show abstract thinking with depth
and complexity.
2. Do you think Silas is underachieving? Why/why not? Silas is underachieving due to his
perfectionism (“A paragraph may be written before the page is torn up and he starts again”)
which slows his progress and hinders his ability to show his potential.
3. How would you motivate Silas to learn? Silas would benefit from understanding
perfectionism and anxiety in regard to school work. He would likely be motivated by teacher
encouragement and low-stakes tasks (eg in Whitmore, 1980).
End of Block: Block 4
Start of Block: Block 5
Q13 Scenario 1 Cassie sits at the back of the class, arms crossed and a scowl on her face. The
teacher has announced a class competition where the winning group will receive a prize of an
afternoon movie - popcorn included. The other students quickly huddle together in groups,
excitedly discussing how they will try to win the prize. Cassie hasn’t moved from the back of
the room and when the teacher attempts to talk to her, Cassie makes it clear that she will not join
a group or participate in the competition. Cassie spends the remainder of the lesson sketching
intricate images in the back of her school diary.

Q14 Do you think Cassie is gifted? Why/why not?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

Q15 Do you think Cassie is underachieving? Why/why not?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
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Q16 How would you motivate Cassie to learn?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
End of Block: Block 5
Start of Block: Block 6
Q17 Scenario 2 Rachel listens intently to her classroom teacher and writes the notes from the
board in her neatest handwriting. At the end of the lesson Rachel quietly volunteers to tidy up
the papers from the lesson. She seems to struggle with mathematical concepts but performs well
in English. Rachel is well-liked within the classroom but due to her shyness she doesn’t have
many close friendships. In the playground, Rachel can be observed to be spending time with
younger students instead of her age-peers.

Q18 Do you think Rachel is gifted? Why/why not?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

Q19 Do you think Rachel is underachieving? Why/why not?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
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Q20 How would you motivate Rachel to learn?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
End of Block: Block 6
Start of Block: Block 7
Q21 Scenario 3 Daniel’s behaviour is often disruptive to the other students. He is also fidgety
in class and will move in and out of his seat despite being told to sit still. On occasions Daniel
is confrontational with his teacher and uses his strong verbal ability to create persuasive
arguments as to why he shouldn’t do certain tasks. Daniel’s parents claim that he has high
ability and they requested that he receive more challenging work in class but his current school
performance, where his assessment tasks have average marks, do not indicate high ability.

Q22 Do you think Daniel is gifted? Why/why not?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

Q23 Do you think Daniel is underachieving? Why/why not?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
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Q24 How would you motivate Daniel to learn?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
End of Block: Block 7
Start of Block: Block 8
Q25 Scenario 4 Sarai is a quirky, chatty student who loves to share her vast knowledge about
saltwater fish and global warming with students and teachers. Whilst she has difficulty
maintaining school friendships, she performs at an average or above average level in her school
work. Class performance is in contrast to Sarai’s recent experience in a national science
competition where she received high distinction for her knowledge and application of scientific
principles. Sarai’s teacher recently suggested that Sarai may benefit from testing regarding
Autism Spectrum Disorder and whilst her parents are open to the idea, they also wish to
consider the possibility of testing for giftedness as Sarai’s interests at home are beyond those of
her age peers.

Q26 Do you think Sarai is gifted? Why/why not?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

Q27 Do you think Sarai is underachieving? Why/why not?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
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________________________________________________________________

Q28 How would you motivate Sarai to learn?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
End of Block: Block 8
Start of Block: Block 9
Q29 What other strategies would you use to reverse underachievement in gifted students?
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
End of Block: Block 9
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Appendix 7
Participant Information Sheet

Participation Information Sheet

Project: Reversing and Preventing Academic Underachievement: Viewed Through
the Lens of Lived Experience

Researcher: Jodi Lamanna
Supervisors: Professor Wilma Vialle and Dr Catherine Wormald
Contact details: Email: ###

Introduction
Thank you for your interest in participating in this research project. This document will
outline some of the key information regarding the project so that it can help you decide
if you would like to participate in the research. If you have any questions now or later,
please feel free to contact the researcher to discuss the project and any questions that
you may have. Also your participation in the research is voluntary and you may
withdraw at any time.
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What is this research about?
This research has three main questions that it would like to answer. The questions are:
•

What causes gifted academic underachievement?

•

What are the factors that reverse gifted academic underachievement?

•

What can be done to prevent gifted academic underachievement?

These questions will be asked of parents, students and teachers in order to get a clear
view of academic underachievement and the reversal of underachievement.

For the purpose of the study giftedness means outstanding potential, underachievement
means a big difference between the student’s potential and performance, and reversal of
underachievement indicates that the student is achieving near or at their potential.

What is the selection criteria for participation?
The researcher is looking to recruit a small number of gifted students who have
evidence of giftedness (such as IQ tests and standardised tests), evidence of significant
academic underachievement (shown through items such as school reports, and
absenteeism), and evidence of the reversal of underachievement (shown through items
such as school reports, teacher comments, and regular school attendance).

What will I be asked to do?
If you and your child are willing to participate in the research you will be asked to agree
to two student interviews that will be audio recorded and one parent interview that will
be audio recorded. The interviews will be approximately half an hour in duration each.
The interviews with children will have another adult nearby, such as a class teacher or a
parent. In addition:
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•

A questionnaire will be given to parents regarding their child.

•

Copies of documents, such as school reports and assessments, will be collected
to help build a picture of how academic underachievement was caused and
reversed.

•

The child’s teacher will also be contacted for a brief discussion and the
researcher will request to observe the teacher and student in the classroom
situation to see how the reversal of underachievement is maintained. Classroom
observation will be for up to three lessons.

What are the possible benefits?
The benefits of this research is to build knowledge about academic underachievement
and the reversal of underachievement. It is hoped that this knowledge will later inform
teaching practices so that other gifted children will receive the support that they need in
the classroom in order to achieve their potential. In addition, the child participating in
the research will receive a $40 book voucher to spend on reading material.

What are the possible risks?
There are little to no physical risks involved in the study as interviews will be conducted
in a safe environment such as a school classroom or in the participant’s home. The
school classroom will be compliant with safety policies, and the participant will be
familiar with the safety rules and procedures in their own home.

Emotional risks are low. If the participant shows sign of distress the interviewer will
proceed to the next question. Additionally, the classroom teacher or parent will be
alerted to participant discomfort.
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Lastly, the researcher has undergone child protection training, has a current Working
With Children Check, is trained as a teacher, and has worked with children in a number
of fields.

Do I have to take part?
No. Participation is completely voluntary. You are able to withdraw at any time.
Also, if you have been involved in part of the research and wish to stop, please email
the researcher to state that you no longer wish to be part of the research.

Will I hear about the results of this project?
The interviews will be transcribed and passed on to the person being interviewed (the
parent or the child). At this time, if there is any aspect of the transcribed interview that
you think is incorrect, you are able to make a note of that and it will be modified in the
final transcript of the interview.

In addition, if you wish to have a copy of the final results of the entire research, please
contact the researcher by email to say that you would like to have a copy of the results.

What will happen to information about me?
Each participant in the study (student, parent, teacher) will be assigned a code name or
number. The students will be asked to choose their own code name if they wish. This
will mean that the participants will not be identified within the published research.

The interviews, documents, questionnaires and any other information will be stored on
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an external hard-drive that has a password that only the researcher has access to. Any
hard-copy of documents will be stored in a locked cabinet that only the researcher has
access to, and the final results, with participants using code names, will be publicly
available through the University of Wollongong thesis storage system and results are
likely to be published in academic journals in the future.

Where can I get further information?
If you would like more information about the project, please contact the researcher Jodi
Lamanna.
Email ###

Who can I contact if I have any concerns about the project?
The study has been reviewed by the University of Wollongong Human Research Ethics
Committee, Reference 2018/539. If you have any concerns or complaints regarding the
way the research has been conducted, you can contact the Ethics Manager on (02) ###
or email ###.
The study has also been approved through the Department of Education NSW SERAP,
Reference [#] which allows the researcher access to public schools in NSW.
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